|
VOL. 68 Ne1 SPRING 2024

E EJ SLAVIC & EAST EUROPEAN JOURNAL

FORUM

NikoLAl NEKRASOV’S “IN THE
VILLAGE” AND LYRIC LABOR

PUBLISHED BY: AATSEEL of the U.S., Inc.
THE AMERICAN ASSOCIATION OF TEACHERS OF SLAVIC AND EAST EUROPEAN LANGUAGES




AGAINST THE RULES OF LITERARY AESTHETICS:
“IN THE VILLAGE” AND LITERARY DEBATES
ABOUT REPRESENTATIONS OF THE

COMMON PEOPLE

Kirill Zubkov, University of Bologna

Nikolai Nekrasov spent most of his life writing poems and publishing jour-
nals. It’s hardly surprising that his poetry was closely linked with contempo-
rary journalism.! “Thick” literary journals were without question the primary
media for mid-nineteenth-century Russian literature.> And yet there has been
little discussion of how this might help in reading the actual literary works
that were published in these journals.® When this question comes up in
Nekrasov scholarship, it is usually related to the political ideas shared by
Nekrasov and the authors he edited.* The question of the journalistic context
of many of Nekrasov’s poems has effectively not yet been posed.’ This arti-
cle demonstrates how closely Nekrasov’s “V derevne” (“In the Village”) was
tied to journal discussions of how the peasantry could be depicted and that the
poem in fact refers readers to these discussions.

“In the Village” presents a discursive moment of contact between a peas-
ant woman and an educated city-dweller, from whose perspective the poem is
written. The relation between these characters is given through the poem’s
basic compositional structure: the first and third parts of the poem are pre-

1. This article has received funding from the European Research Council (ERC) project
NONWESTLIT under the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation programme
(Grant agreement No. 950513).

2. For a general description of thick journals in imperial Russia, see Martinsen, ed. and also
Reitblatt. On problems of their description and study, see Zykova; and Frazier.

3. See, for instance, Todd; and Fusso.

4. On Nekrasov’s journals see, first and foremost Evgen'ev-Maksimov, ‘Sovremennik’v 40-
50-kh gg. ot Belinskogo do Chernyshevskogo; “Sovremennik” pri Chernyshevskom i Dobroli-
ubove; Poslednie gody “Sovremennika” 1863-1866); see also Teplinskii; and Mel'gunov. The
bibliographic references for all the works published in Nekrasov’s journals are particularly valu-
able: see Bograd, Zhurnal “Sovremennik,” 1847—1866: Ukazatel' soderzhaniia; and Zhurnal
“Otechestvennye zapiski.” 1868—1884: Ukazaktel' soderzhaniia.

5. See Makeev’s thoughts on the significance of economic categories for both Nekrasov’s
poetics and his journal activity in (Makeev, Nikolai Nekrasov: poet i predprinimatel'... ).
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sented as a monologue on the part of the lyric speaker, while the second part
mostly conveys the words of the peasant woman. For Nekrasov the problem
of the relationship between the peasantry and other more privileged segments
of the population raised an important question, one simultaneously political
and metaliterary. He understood very well that the typical “peasant” reader of
his time did not have access to the “high” literature printed in the thick jour-
nals. For both economic and cultural reasons peasants could not afford to sub-
scribe to the journals and, even if they could, they would hardly be capable
of grasping the publications therein. This problem became one of the signifi-
cant themes in Nekrasov’s work. It is most explicitly expressed in the well-
known lines from the long poem “Who in Russia Can Live Well?” (“Komu
na Rusi zhit' khorosho?”):

Korna myxuxk e broxepa
1 ve muiiopaa nrynoro—
Bemunckoro u [oroms

C 6a3apa nonecet?

When will the peasant man bring home

From market not old Bliicher

And not some stupid baronet—

But Gogol or Belinsky? (Nekrasov, Polnoe sobranie 5: 35)°

Similar themes are relevant for Nekrasov’s other work, including his lyric
poetry, which frequently takes up the problem of not only the legal and polit-
ical, but also the cultural gap between social estates leading to mutual misun-
derstanding and conflict. For example, in “V doroge” (“On the Road”) or
“Pesnia Eremushke” (“Song for Yeremushka”), dialogue between representa-
tives of different social groups turns out to be futile.” At first glance, all of
these problems are absent from “In the Village” —the poem contains no hints
of either oral or written communication between “the people” and the edu-
cated lyric speaker. However, if we read the poem in the context of relevant
journal publications, “In the Village” turns out to contain a direct statement
on these questions.

Nekrasov’s poem was finished, by all appearances, in May 1854, and came
out in November of the same year. When first published, it was dedicated to
a certain S.S.D.—evidently Stepan Semyonovich Dudyshkin, a prolific liter-
ary critic who published in Notes of the Fatherland, a journal that was in
competition with Nekrasov’s Contemporary during this period.® In subse-

6. The quotes from this poem were translated by Ainsley Morse.

7. On the interrelation of the voices of the “folk” and educated people in Nekrasov’s texts see
recent work (Flaherty). Also see Makeev, Literatura dlia naroda... for important considerations
related to Nekrasov’s attempt to address peasant audiences, having overcome the limitations
placed on literature published in journals.

8. See the commentary to Nekrasov, Polnoe sobranie 1: 618; and Nekrasov, Polnoe sobranie
stikhotvorenii 1: 641.
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quent republications Nekrasov removed the dedication. Scholars have not
seriously considered why Nekrasov included and then removed it. And yet
the mention of Dudyshkin provides an important key to understanding the
poem’s immediate charge.

In late 1854 when it first appeared, the story told in the second part of “In
the Village” about the death of a young, strong peasant man might have been
read as an allusion to contemporary political events—specifically, the
progress of the Crimean War. Furthermore, shortly after the end of the war,
some readers erroneously perceived the poem as hinting at the death of
Nicholas I (Nekrasov, Polnoe sobranie stikhotvorenii 1: 641). The emperor
was of course still alive when the poem was published, but for the audience
of the first publication the expressive lines about the death of a young man
could obviously reference current military events, even though in the poem
the cause of his death has nothing to do with the war. British and French
troops entered Crimea in the autumn of 1854; the siege of Sevastopol began
after the battle of the Alma (September 20, 1854). The Russian public could
not access detailed information about military operations from the official
(censored) press, but even so Russia’s lack of military success was no secret,
and many contemporaries condemned the senseless loss of life among Rus-
sian soldiers. For instance, on October 30, Aleksandr Nikitenko (previously
Nekrasov’s co-editor at The Contemporary) wrote in his diary: “The father-
land is only glorified by its chosen sons, noble and gifted, when they do not
die in vain, without dignity and self-respect. It honors the glorious names of
these sons before all others, preserves them in its grateful memory as an
object of veneration and takes pride in them, holding them up for future gen-
erations as a model to emulate” (Nikitenko 1: 389). On November 16, Vera
Aksakova wrote about the grand princes and other noblemen who had visited
the theater of war: “It would be better if they had departed, of course; they
have to be protected and so thousands of lives will be sacrificed to save
theirs” (Aksakova 87). The image of the soldier’s mother relating the death
of her son fits perfectly with the themes of Nekrasov’s poetry and would
resurface in “Orina, mat' soldatskaia” (“Orina, Soldier’s Mother,” 1863),
while the theme of the grave losses suffered by the Russian peasantry during
the Crimean War would be the subject of “Tishina” (“Silence,” 1855-1856).

The Dudyshkin dedication, however, casts doubt on this interpretation of
“In the Village.” Written in the spring of 1854, it cannot be tied directly to the
Crimean War (which had died down at this point), but rather to a literary bat-
tle amongst leading critics, in which Dudyshkin also took part. The debates
over the depiction of peasants in literature had begun shortly before the poem
was written. Major literary journals of the time, including Notes of the Father-
land and Moskvitianin (The Moscovite) took part in this discussion, which was
in fact launched by Nekrasov’s Contemporary. The Notes’ position was voiced
by Dudyshkin, whose opinion Nekrasov apparently references.
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The opening sally in the 1854 discussion was Pavel Annenkov’s “Romany
1 rasskazy iz prostonarodnogo byta v 1853 godu” (“On Novels and Stories
from Peasant Life in 1853”), which expressed extreme skepticism toward the
capabilities of contemporary literature to represent peasant life. On January
21, 1854, Nekrasov wrote to Annenkov that he was eager to “get ahold of
[the article]” (Nekrasov, Polnoe sobranie 14: 185). Published in The Contem-
porary, the article seems to have made a strong impression on readers. What
were the observations that would have drawn Nekrasov’s particular
attention?® Annenkov’s approach is rooted in philosophical aesthetics, prima-
rily Hegelian, which call on works of literature to fully express the “spirit”
of the subject(s) they represent.' In this connection Annenkov harshly con-
demns contemporary Russian literature, which to him seemed to have re-
sulted from a relatively recent and superficial cultural transfer that affected
only the lives of the educated classes and was inapplicable to “the people.”
Analyzing popular literary works that drew on peasant life, Annenkov main-
tains that literature per se is a phenomenon utterly alien to the life of the peo-
ple, and therefore incapable of representing it without sacrificing either
verisimilitude or its aesthetic effect: “natural everyday life can hardly be
recreated purely, accurately and with the poetry inherent to it within the es-
tablished forms of art today, which were developed with different aims and
for different reasons” (Vdovin et al. 384).!' Annenkov thus opposes “ideal-
ization” (a mode that is fair, but hardly achievable vis-a-vis peasant life) to
the assailable “idyll.”

Annenkov demonstrates his thesis in particular with reference to the death
of the peasant in Aleksei Potekhin’s story “Tit Sofronov Kozonok.” In
Annenkov’s opinion, the excessively idealized description of the dying peas-
ant Grigory in the story’s opening scene is written in a false tone, one “bor-
rowed from poetic idylls or long poems with fairy-tale pretensions of the sort
that until quite recently were written [here in Russia]” (366). This occurs, in
Annenkov’s view, because of the author’s inability to adequately empathize
with the characters and reproduce their speech. Observing them from a dis-
tance, he “forces his characters to talk a great deal about themselves for a long
time” (366). In this sense Nekrasov, who also speaks of the death of a peas-
ant man, seems to reproduce Potekhin’s approach and at the same time rejects
it: although death here too is depicted through the eyes of a close relative (in
Potekhin’s tale the father, in Nekrasov’s poem the mother), the lyric speaker

9. On Annenkov’s article overall see Vdovin; on the idealization of peasants by Russian
authors, see Frierson.
10. On Hegelian aesthetics in connection with Nekrasov’s poem see Kirill Ospovat’s contri-
bution to this cluster.
11. The article by Annenkov was published in Sovremennik, 1854, no. 2, pp. 53—70. The
article by Almazov referenced later first appeared in Moskvitianin, 1854, no. 9, Part 4, pp.
24-43; the article by Dudyshkin—in Otechestvennye Zapiski, 1854, no. 4, part 4, pp. 85-106.
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in the poem fundamentally refuses to say anything about the death or the
deceased, thus avoiding this “false tone.”

Nekrasov would have paid special attention to Annenkov’s reflections on
attempts to depict, within the framework of one work, both educated circles
(potential producers and readers of literature) and commoners. From the
critic’s point of view, contemporary Russian literature simply could not do
this because of the absolute cultural incompatibility of these social groups.
Commenting on his main example of this incompatibility, Potekhin’s novel
Krest'ianka (The Peasant Girl), Annenkov writes: “The need to choose com-
mon ground for two different circles has generated many false works of liter-
ature. [...] The author first removes all of the angles jutting out [vykhodi-
ashchie ugly] from the opposing sides, sands down the tips and edges that
might prevent them from closely converging, and then brings them together
to the amazement of the reader, who never imagined such an outcome” (367).
Potekhin’s depiction of the novel’s female protagonist, a peasant girl who has
been raised in “noble” conditions and has thus ended up a sort of mediator
between two ways of life, provided Annenkov with a key example. Potekhin’s
heroine very obviously recalls Nekrasov’s own poem “On the Road,” and
while Annenkov would hardly have accused the poet of the same degree of
idealization as Potekhin, the problem he identifies could not seem anything
but pertinent to Nekrasov.

Boris Almazov, a critic from The Moscovite (which consistently opposed
both The Contemporary and Notes of the Fatherland), despite starting from a
different position, came to similar conclusions in an article in May 1854. In
Almazov’s view, Annenkov’s mistake had less to do with his underestimation
of the possibilities of literature than with his identification of contemporary
“westernized” Russian literature (which was alien to Russian peasants) with
literature in general: “The author says that peasant life cannot be brought into
literature in all of its details without damaging the truth. If Mr. P. A[nnenko]v
had stated that peasant life cannot be forced into the generally accepted liter-
ary forms that serve to express the life of other spheres of society, this would
be the absolute truth” (463). In order to depict the peasantry accurately,
according to Almazov, one must radically reevaluate the literary conventions
accepted by the majority of contemporary critics and writers. Almazov’s
position was consistently nationalistic: he presumed that Russian literature
had the potential to be applied to “peasant” life, provided that writers reject
literary methods “foreign” to the Russian national spirit.'”> At the same time
Almazov, like Annenkov, emphasized the complete and insurmountable for-
eignness of western literary techniques and the national character that these
techniques could convey.

12. For the views on literature and nationality formed by Moskvitianin authors (including
Almazov) during the Crimean war see Zubkov.
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By contrast, Dudyshkin, whose article came out in the fourth issue of Notes
of the Fatherland (that is, immediately before Nekrasov began working on his
poem), proceeded from the premise that “the peasantry” could be described
with the help of modern literary devices. Following Annenkov, Dudyshkin
argues that it is necessary for art to idealize peasant life. However, Dudyshkin
and Annenkov fundamentally part ways in how they understand this idealiza-
tion. Dudyshkin asserts that idealization is possible not only in the depiction
of characters and images, but at the level of literary technique itself: composi-
tion, plot structure, character motivation:

you speak only of the idealization of subjects, as you put it. But cannot there be a certain ideal-
ization in the very construction of the drama, the tale, the novel? Do not the arrangement of
parts, their linkages, opening action and denouement prepare the reader for the kind of idea that
you cannot but call ideal, even as all the characters involved in the drama or tale are true to
themselves and artistic in the manner in which you understand them to be? (Vdovin et al. 404)

Instead of Annenkov’s usual stance regarding the representation of “life” in
literature, Dudyshkin proceeds from the imperative to express an authorial
idea and convey it to readers, “not according to the rules of literary aesthet-
ics” that criticism usually insists on (406). In his view, the author was not
obliged to reproduce the life of the people in its actually existing forms— this
he considered an impossible task. Rather, the writer’s aim was to use specific
literary devices to express a specific authorial conception: “is it not better
sometimes to permit a certain, even exaggerated idealization of an idea, than
to limit the value of a work to its replication of the object?” (406).!3 As an
example for Annenkov, Dudyshkin proposes Turgenev’s “Mumu” (published
in the same issue of The Contemporary as one part of Annenkov’s article) and
Ostrovsky’s plays.

Against this polemical background, “In the Village” can be read as a topi-
cal statement not only on social conflicts in the Russian empire of its time, but
also on literature’s capacity to address the social. Interestingly, Nekrasov’s
position turns out to be closer not to Annenkov, whose article came out in The
Contemporary, but to Dudyshkin (to whom Nekrasov dedicated the poem).
We don’t know what Annenkov thought of “In the Village,” but a critique
from the position he espoused in his article can be easily imagined. Annenkov
was particularly skeptical of attempts by writers to offer extended mono-
logues expressing the internal world of “folk” protagonists, stark contrasts
between “educated” and “peasant” characters, and pleas toward educated
readers for sympathy for a dying representative of the people. He rebukes
Potekhin, Grigorovich, and other writers for doing precisely this. Had Annen-
kov turned to lyric rather than narrative prose, he would have found all of
these features in Nekrasov’s poem as well.

13. On Dudyshkin’s ‘anti-system’ position (his rejection of strict aesthetic criteria), see
Zykova 125-30.
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The key device that Nekrasov uses is the juxtaposition of the voice of the
peasant woman describing her internal world and the voice of the lyric
speaker (as Dudyshkin had it, “the arrangement of parts, their linkages, open-
ing action and denouement”). Despite Annenkov’s and Almazov’s emphasis
on the insurmountable difference between the worldviews of the privileged
representative of educated society who writes and reads works of literature,
and the peasants for whom he attempts to speak, Nekrasov demonstrates both
the disparity between these characters (Annenkov condemned contrasts of
this sort) and their internal similarity.'* This “co-opposition,” as Yuri Lotman
would have it, becomes the primary device of the text.!

The lyric subject is incapable of working due to the anguish that tortures
him and imparts a melancholy tone to the surrounding world. This gloomy
state provokes an association with crows: “...Vzdumal rabotat', da trud ne
daetsia, / Gliad', uzh i vecher—vorony letiat...” (“Thought I might work, but
I can’t get it done, / Already evening now —crows on the run...”).

The crows are important here not only in and of themselves but also as a
marker of the lyric subject’s psychological state: he is fixated on them be-
cause he is incapable of properly perceiving the surrounding world. This fail-
ure of perception becomes particularly acute at the end of the poem, where a
flock of crows forms a “black net,” veiling the speaker’s vision and separat-
ing him from the world that he observes. The speaker’s alienation extends be-
yond visual perception to a failure of sympathy with others: “Plachet
starukha. A mne chto za delo? / Chto i zhalet', koli nechem pomoch'?..” (“The
old lady weeps. But what do I care? / Why pity her when there’s no help for
her grief?..”).

Although the poem’s lyric speaker finds himself in a village, his manner of
speech and his social position are likely informed by Nekrasov’s experience
of urban poetry. The connection between the speaker and urban space is pre-
sented at the very beginning of the poem—he compares the crows with a
“club,” a phenomenon utterly unimaginable in a Russian village. Unable to
work and estranged from the outside world, the protagonist of “In the Vil-
lage” experiences the same psychological complex —the inability to feel em-
pathy and unwillingness to help—as can be found among Nekrasov’s urban
characters, such as “Vor” (“The Thief”), in which the speaker rides past the
“hideous” (bezobraznoy) scene of a poor thief being arrested, without trying
to help him and only feeling glad of his own financial good fortune. Even in
the village he remains a passive, reflexive observer—a sort of “flaneur” that
was described in the works of French writers of the age of Nekrasov, most

14. These parallels are explored in greater detail in the articles by Victoria Somoff and Jen-
nifer Flaherty in this cluster.
15. The term “co-opposition” is used extensively in Lotman (229).
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famously of Charles Baudelaire whom Russian readers would later perceive
as a sort of French Nekrasov.!®

The old peasant woman bears marked resemblance to this alienated city
dweller, despite all their differences. She too is incapable of working, albeit
due to her physical frailty rather than psychological alienation:

B3stn Ob1 TOOpHK — Oe/1a onpaBuMast, —
Martb Obl yTELINI CBOIO....

Ymep, KacbsHoBHa, ymep, ponumas, —
Hano 15? Tonop mponato.

He’d take the axe up—there’s naught he can’t mend, —
He’d comfort his mother, he would...

He’s dead, Kasyanovna, he’s dead, my dear friend, —
Need an axe? I’ll see that thing sold.

The main characters also share a tendency toward reflection, which simulta-
neously unites and divides them. The peasant woman who has lost her son
muses over her own estrangement from the “world,” including from the peas-
ant community:

Beputub, pogHas: ¢ TOCKOH J1a ¢ 3a00TaMu
Tax omocTbuIe MHE CBET!

JIsry B KaMOPKY, TOKPOIOCH TCHETAMH,
CoBHO Kak caBaHOM... Het!

CMepTh HE IPUXOINT... Bpoxky HemoaumMasi,
IMomycry xano0imo Beex...

Truly, my dear, with this worry and sorrow
How the world’s grown sick and gray!

I’ll crawl to the shed and wrap up in the snares,
Just like a white shroud... But nay!

Death will not come... So I wander on grief-stricken,
Sharing in vain my chagrin...

Both are given to reflecting on their estrangement from any kind of human
contact. The peasant speaker is shown to be essentially capable of self-analy-
sis, like the educated primary speaker who considers his lack of capacity for
work and other forms of participation in social life. These are not, of course,
fully identical situations: the peasant woman’s lot is largely connected with
an entirely “material” rather than psychological circumstance (the death of
her son). Nevertheless, the poem demonstrates that significant parallels can
be drawn between the old peasant woman and the educated ‘“nobleman.”

16. See the famous description of flaneur’s inability to engage in hard work: he “goes his
leisurely way as a personality; in this manner he protests against the division of labor which
makes people into specialists. He protests no less against their industriousness” (Benjamin
30-31). On comparisons between Nekrasov and Baudelaire that appeared in criticism since at
least 1912 see Zupnik.
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Both main characters of “In the Village” have a fraught relationship to pity.
The woman seeks this response from her fellow villagers “in vain,” as she
puts it. Meanwhile she does not notice (or does not wish to acknowledge) that
she is making active use of the fruits of this pity. She expresses gratitude only
to the noblewoman Maria Romanovna, but not to her fellow peasants, whose
labors she benefits from: the old woman says that her son “died and is buried
in earth,” but does not mention the help of the villagers who evidently dug the
grave. The male speaker in turn is not able to express pity for the old woman;
to all appearances, he is incapable of even feeling pity, since he is thinking
more about his own impotence than about her:

On the contrary, the second old woman by the well differs fundamentally
from the other two speakers in her capacity for sympathy: she sympathizes
with the bereaved mother and expresses her feelings in a coherent and acces-
sible way:

...Kax moxercs, kymymixa?
Bce enie IIa4eih HUKaK?

Xomur, 3HaTh, IO CEPJIY TOPbKAas TyMYIIKa,
CII0BHO XO3SIMH-00JIBIITAK?

—“How fare you now, motherkin ?
Your tears haven’t dried yet, I see?
Must be that bitter thought treading your heart,
Like a cruel master would be?”

Pity and sympathy for others are at the heart of the metaliterary meaning of
the poem. Nekrasov rejects demands to present the life of these characters in
“its absolute truth”—for him, a much more important task is to “prepare”
readers to apprehend a certain idea, as Dudyshkin put it. In contrast with the
poem’s characters, the readers must likely find themselves capable of sympa-
thy. The poet and critic alike may have been thinking of the distinction, so
significant for Russian literature of the time, between “artistic” and “humane”
literature. Vissarion Belinsky associated literature’s humane quality precisely
with reflection, with the author’s thoughts being conveyed in literary form,
and discerned it in, for example, the work of Schiller, in contrast to the “artis-
tic” work of Goethe.!” In this sense, “In the Village” can be read as an attempt
to turn away from ‘““aesthetic” questions and back to the values associated
with late Belinsky. The modern-day poet, in Nekrasov’s view, must attempt
to find words that in the minds of readers will unite rather than divide people
of different status and education, evoking “humane” (in Belinsky’s sense)
ideas. Flying in the face of Annenkov and Almazov, Nekrasov sought to
demonstrate that contemporary literature was capable of conveying the feel-
ings of an ordinary peasant woman while not rejecting “literariness.” To this
end, the writer must acknowledge peasants’ subjectivity — their right to be not

17. See, for instance, Belinsky, 253.
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merely an object of description but also a subject, to speak in their own voices
(recall that Annenkov fundamentally condemned this conclusion).

Thus tied to the contemporary literary polemics, the poem’s metaliterary
meaning is closely linked to the social: no insuperable gulf exists between
educated people and peasants, either in poetry or in social life.'® By pointing
to parallels between the lyric speaker and the old lady, Nekrasov underscores
that peasants are not, from the point of view of an educated observer, as
exotic or distant as it might seem to readers of novels and short stories of the
time. Nekrasov was looking for concepts and categories that would be equally
helpful in characterizing an old peasant woman and an obviously educated
and privileged man—such as weakness, labor, and pity.

A purposeful merger of the “aesthetic” and the “social” seems emblematic
of the radical literary project which Nekrasov’s The Contemporary would
soon find itself leading. Already by the end of the 1850s, it was widely rec-
ognized that Contemporary authors, such as Nikolai Chernyshevsky and
Nikolai Dobrolyubov, were aiming not for a revision, but for a veritable “de-
struction of aesthetics™ (this phrase comes from Dmitrii Pisarev’s ecstatic
review of Chernyshevsky’s republished dissertation) in the name of social
justice and “scientific” accuracy.!” When he found himself forced to choose
between the “aestheticians” and the “nihilists” who denied the autonomy of
art, Nekrasov the editor gave pride of place to the latter. “In the Village”
demonstrates one of the reasons behind this choice. Evidently, the “aesthetic”
approach to literature was alien to Nekrasov even before things came to a
head —instilling “humane” ideas in readers seemed more productive.
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ABSTRACT

This paper argues that Nikolai Nekrasov’s poem is closely related to a topical discus-
sion on the representation of peasants in literary texts that was unfolding in the criti-
cism of 1850s. Critics such as Pavel Annenkov, who published his articles in The
Contemporary edited by Nekrasov, insisted that the modern literature created by the
westernized elites was incapable of correctly describing the social and psychological
circumstances of the life of common people. His opponent Stepan Dudyshkin, to
whom Nekrasov dedicated the first edition of his poem, replied that the whole idea of
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a perfectly correct representation of human life in a work of art is an illusion created
by German philosophers, while a poet should rather influence the reader and evoke
strong feelings. Analyzing the poem by Nekrasov, I demonstrate that he closely fol-
lows the advice of Dudyshkin, showing that such feelings as pity and sympathy can
overcome social and cultural borders between the characters of his poem.



