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The article addresses the image of death as created by Russian poets of the late
18" — early 19" centuries. The author analyses both traditional and innovative
elements of this image in works by Derzhavin, Zhukovsky, Baratynsky, and Ler-
montov. Six poems, namely Derzhavin's On the Death of Prince Meshchersky, Zhu-
kovsky’s The Rural Cemetery, Baratynsky’s The Skull and Death, and Lermontov’s
Death (Broken is the Chain of a Young Life) and Death (Caressed by Flourishing
Dreams), constitute the objects of this paper. The initial assumption is that the
works of Lermontov manifested two tendencies inherent in Russian poetry: a di-
vision between body and soul and a keen interest in the processes that occur to
each entity after death. There is no description of ‘the other world’ where the soul
goes after death in the poems by Derzhavin, Zhukovsky, and Baratynsky. All three
authors underline the inevitability of death and its equalising properties. How-
ever, while Derzhavin describes the transition from life to death using contrasting
descriptions of the two states, Zhukovsky stresses the fruits of toil achieved by
previous generations. Baratynsky’s poems place prominent emphasis on the inevi-
tability and regulatory function of death. He offers a very naturalistic description
of the posthumous state of a dead body. Death itself is presented as an element
indispensable for regulating the universe. The author considers Lermontov’s lack
of concern for the equalising properties of death and his attempts to give minute
descriptions of various aspects of dying. This poet was fascinated by the transition
between life and death. Just like Derzhavin, Lermontov seems to have a special
interest in the separation of body and soul. In Lermontov’s early poems, death
serves as a background for his pessimistic perception of the world. The variety of
manifestations of death gives Russian poetry a philosophical character.
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ctBa B pasButuu obpasa. OODBEKTOM WMCCTEIOBAHUS CTATU CTUXOTBOPEHMS
«Ha cmeprb kus3s1 Memepckoro» I. [lepxxaBuHa, «Cenbckoe knagbume» B. XKy-
KoBckoro, «Yepern» u «Cmeptb» E. Baparsiackoro, «Cmepts (“O60opBaHa 11emp
sxxu3Hu Mojtonoit”)» u «Cmeptsb (“JTackaemsblit BeTymumMy Meatamu’)» M. Jlep-
MOHTOBA. Bb160p IIpom3BeseHnit 06yC/IOB/IeH Le/IbI0 BBIIEMTUTD 001Ie 11 Cyry60
OpUIMHA/IbHbIE YePThbl B TBOPYECTBE MIO3TOB 3TOTO Nepuopa. VcxogHbIM mocty-
JKIJI Te3C, YTO B TBOpUECTBe J/IepMOHTOBA OKOHYATE/TbHO 3aKPeNINCh [IBe TeH-
IeHINY, XapaKTepHbIe [ PYCCKON MO93MI: pasfe/ieHne Ty U Tela Y MHTe-
pec K IporieccaM, IPOUCXOAAIINM C KaXKZIOM 13 3TUX CYHIHOCTel IOC/Ie CMEePTHL.
OtmeueHo, uTo [epskaBuH, JKykoBckmit n BapaTbIHCK1IT He BBOLAT B IIPOM3Befe-
HIIS TEMY MHOTO MIPa». ABTOPBI, TOYePKIBasi HeN30EKHOCTb CMEPTI, OTBOLST
eif ypaBHUBaoollyio pob. Ho ecin y JlepkaBuHa repexof oT KMBOTO K HEKIBO-
My TlepefiaeTcst Yepes oOpaliieHrte K KOHTPACTHBIM ONMCAHNAM JBYX COCTOSTHMIL,
T0 JKYKOBCKIII fIeflaeT YIIop Ha IUIOfbI TPYHOB YILEAIINX MOKOo/eHNit. B TBopue-
cTBe BapaTbIHCKOTO aKLIEHTHPOBAHA MBICTb O HEMO3HABAEMOCTU CMEPTH U ee
pery/ATuBHOM QYHKIMI. B ero nmponsBeeHNAX BO3HUKAET HATYpaIUCTIIHOE
n300pakeHIIe TTIOCMEPTHOTO COCTOsIHMs Tema. Cama CMepTh MpeICTaBIeHa KakK
HeOOXOZVIMBIIT /151 YIOPSLOUEHIST MUPO3IAHNS 9/IEMEHT. YHIKAIBHOCTD paspa-
6OTK 3T TeMbI JIePMOHTOBBIM, TIO MBIC/TU aBTOPA, 3aK/TI0IAETCS B TOM, YTO €T0
He 3aHMMaJIa Mfiesi 00 ypaBHUBAIOLIEI POJIV CMEPTHL, OJHAKO J/Isl HETO OBbUT BaYKEH
nocMepTHbIT onbIT aymm. Kax n JepxxaBuH, obpaiasch K MOMEHTY Ilepexofa
OT XXJBOTO K HE&XKMBOMY, 0c000e BHMMAHIE 03T yAe/LAeT IPOLecCy OTHeeHIA
IyWN OT Tela. B ero paHHMX IpousBeieHNMAX MOTUB CMEPTH ABJLACTCA CKOpee
(OHOM [I7I5T BBIp)KEHSI IIECCUMIUCTIIECKOTO BOCIIPUATIsSL Mupa. MHOroo6pasue
HPOSIB/IEHNST TeMbI CMEPTH IIpKfaeT (GrIocodckoe 3BydaHe pyCCKO O33N

Kntouesvie cnosa: pycckoit moasusa XVIII-XIX BB.; Tema cmepT; . [lepskaBus;
B. JKykoscknit; E. bapaTbiacknit; M. JlepMOHTOB.

Upon studying Lermontov’s work, I found that the presence or absence
of a soul is a very important element in his description of death. Based on
this distinction, the poet creates two different worlds in his poems. One
regards the physical aspects of death, where corpses are strewn around.
These materialistic descriptions can be repulsive, carefully depicting skulls
and bones while birds and animals devour the dead flesh. In such scenes,
it does not matter whose flesh it is: the dead bodies of human beings, wild
animals, and horses are treated alike, as inanimate objects.

On the other hand, along with this materialistic aspect of death,
Lermontov also portrays the spiritual realm, which often reflects the poet’s
idealistic notions. Such a world is described in the song of a goldfish in
“Mtsyri” and in the dreams of the narrator in “I Go Out Alone On the
Road” [fImap3n, c. 4]. The idea that death is inseparable from the soul was
also presented by Vladimir Dal’: for him, the soul was ‘an immortal spiritual
being endowed with mind and will’ [[Jass, c. 504].

In my opinion, the works of Lermontov manifest the two contradic-
tory views of death characteristic of Russian poetry. I suggest tracing this
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binomial opposition in the works of some other Russian poets. It is also
interesting to analyse how these writers express their feelings towards the
deceased. I argue that the poets facing a soulless ‘thing’ —a dead body — still
address the spirit that once inhabited it. Thus, the corpse evokes thoughts
of the soul. I am well aware that the poets examined in this article utilised
different literary styles. However, rather than concentrating on the various
properties of these styles, I analyse features inherent within the Russian
poetic tradition.

The image of death in works by Russian poets

Let us start with Derzhavin’s poem “Monody on the Death of Prince
Meshcherski” (1779), which D. D. Blagoj calls ‘one of the most important’
works of this author [Bbnaroii, c. 282-283]. Here the poet ponders death
and its meaning. Central to the poem is the theme of time. Its progress is
irreversible and leads to death. Death here is viewed as an entity that makes
all people, animals, and even inanimate things equal.

Terras calls the very first lines (Inacon epemén! memanna 3eon!
[Mep>xaBuH, c. 124-126]) ‘the terrifying voice of death’ [Terras, p. 99]. In
my opinion, this ‘clanging’ alliteration and rhythm are supposed to al-
low the reader to feel time’s passage. It is this passing of time that brings
living beings closer to death: 30sem mens, 306em meoii cmon, / 3o6em —
u x epoby npubnuncaem (‘Each beat of the clock summons me / Calls me
and hurries me to grave’ ).! The motif of interconnection between time and
death recurs throughout this work: A 3asmpa: ede mui, uenosex? / Edsa
uacol npomeuwv ycnenu... (And to-morrow where art thou, Man? Scarce
an hour of triumph allowedthee’). Death is depicted as a phenomenon
encountered by everyone. There are multiple instances where this poem
stresses the omnipotence of death.” Huumo om pokosvix xoxmeii, / Huxas
meapv He yoezaem (Not one of the horned beasts of the field, Not a single
blade of grass escapes (it)). Then, a few lines later: ‘Stars are shivered by
him, And suns are momentarily quenched’ (J1 38e30v! eto cokpywamcs, /
W connuypt eto nomywamcs...). At the beginning, we also see: ‘And empires
are swallowed up by greedy Death’ (Imomaem yapcmea anuna cmepmv).
Thus, ‘monarchs’ and ‘beggars, ‘stars’ and ‘suns, all living creatures and
worlds cannot avoid death. Mashevskij describes it as the only constant of
the universe [Marmmesckmuit, c. 213]. Derzhavin thus thoroughly depicts the
equalising qualities of death.

Developing this central theme, the poet also portrays the realistic, ma-
terial aspect of death. Man is ‘food for the worm’ (credw uepseti), a ‘mixture
of grandeur and nothingness’ (copdocmw ¢ 6ednocmuio cosmecmma). Der-
zhavin addresses the separation of body and soul (“Thy dust is here, but thy

! The translation is by C. E. Turner in Leo Wiener’s Anthology of Russian Literature: From
the Tenth Century to the Close of the Eighteenth Century. See: [Wiener, p. 382-385].

2 On the compositional technique of heightening the importance of images subject
to death, see: [Opros, c. 187].
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soul no more’ (30ecv nepcmo meos, a dyxa Hem)), but admits his inability
to describe the ideal world where the spirit has gone: “Where is it? It is
there. Where is there? We know not’ (I'oe # on? — On mam. — I'de mam? —
He 3naem). One can see here the spirit of the epoch as described by Lot-
man: ‘traditional... Orthodox Christian conceptions were influenced by
the deistic and sceptical ideas of the Enlightenment’ [/Iorman, c. 210].
In other words, society started to doubt the dogmatic understanding of Par-
adise and Hell. Derzhavin gives more details on the posthumous fate of the
soul in “Waterfall” (1791-1794): “‘What kind of wondrous spirit swoops /
With its wings from the North to the South? / The wind is too slow to flow
its paths; / And catches kingdoms at a single glance...” (Kaxoii uydecnuiii
oyx xpvinamu / Om cesepa napum Ha 102? / Bemp mednen meuv ezo cme-
3amu; / Obospesaem yapcment 60pye... [[Jep>xaBus, c. 180]). According to
Harsha Ram, Potemkin’s soul visits the places of its worldly glory in these
lines [Ram, p. 94]. In the monody under consideration, the author also
tries to capture the moment of transition from life to death: “They who
are radiant with health, love and joy and peace / Feel their blood run cold’
(Ymexu, padocmv u no6osv / I'de kynHo ¢ 30pasuem 6nucmanu, /'Y écex
mam uyenereem Kpoev). Equally, he explores how death affects the living:
a ‘banquet table’ (cmon) turns into a ‘coffin’ (¢po6), ‘cries of revelry’ (nuxu
nupuiecms) transform into the ‘wailing of mourners’ (nadepo6uovie knuxu).
In all these examples, the author is fascinated with the change that ac-
companies the death of a living being. This includes both the change that
occurs in the person himself (‘Feel their blood run cold / And their souls
to be fretted with woe’ (¥ scex mam ueneneem kposv / VI 0yx mamemcs
om neuanu)) and the change that occurs in the lives of the people around
them. For us in our modern times, the bodily change known as death is
natural, but Russian poets of the past tried to describe it via various famil-
iar expressions. This shows how deeply they were struck by the changes
that death brings to the body.

V. A. Zhukovsky’s “The Rural Cemetery: an Elegy” (1802) is a transla-
tion of Thomas Gray’s “Elegy Written in a Country Churchyard” (1750).
Although the Russian poet only significantly changed the last verse, it is
amazing how naturally this English poem fits the Russian tradition. Here
one can see the same idea characteristic of Derzhavin’s view, that death is
impartial and comes to all: ‘Death rages at everyone - at the famous tsar /
This menacing thing searches for everyone... and will eventually find /
Omnipotent rules of fate are unshakable: / the way of grandeur leads us to
the coffin’ (Ha ecex spumcs cmepmv — yaps, mobumuya cnasvl, / Beex uujem
2po3Has... u Hekoz20a Hatidem; / BcemouHoLst cyObOvL He3vl0nembl ycmaesbl: /
Y nymo senuuus ko epoby Hac 6edem!) [JKykosckmit, c. 43-47].° In Zhuko-
vsky’s work, the theme of death also encompasses isolation and the possi-
bility of communication between the dead and the living. The lyrics suggest
that a cemetery is a place where this is possible.

* The translation of the Russian text is my own. - A. Y.
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The poem begins with a scene of a quiet rural sunset: ‘Silence is every-
where; dead sleep is everywhere, / An evening beetle buzzes from time to
time, / And a distant sound of horns comes from afar. <...> Here, closed
for eternity in solitary coffins / forefathers of the village / sleep with no
chance of waking’ (ITosciody muuwiuna; nosciody mepmeuiti cov; / JTuuiv
uspeoxa, Hyxna, eevepHuil xyk menvkaem, / JTumo croludumcs 60anu
0206 yHbLIbLIL 360H. / <...> / 30eco npaomupt cena, 6 2pobax yeouHeHHvix /
Hasexu 3ameopsicy, cHom Henpobyorvim cnsm). Unlike Derzhavin's poem,
where the ‘sound’ of time rules, here silence has dominion. The sounds that
do appear in “Rural Cemetery” - the buzz of a beetle, the distant sounds
of horns, the lamentations of an owl - only help to create an atmosphere
of quiet. In “Monody..”, the clicking sounds of time are associated with im-
minent approach of Death. In “Cemetery..”, however, the silence is not dis-
turbed throughout the whole narrative: “The quiet voice of dawn, the breath
of a young day, / No cry of a cock, no sonorous hum of horns, / No chirping
of an early swallow on a rooftop...” (JenHuyv muxuii enac, OHs 101020 Obi-
xanve, / Hu kpuxu nemyxa, nu 38y4Hwiii 2yn poeos, / Hu panneil nacmouxu
Ha kpoene ujebemanve). The silence here may be interpreted as the accept-
ance of death. It also emphasises the difference between the dead and the
living: ‘Nothing will summon the dead from their coffins.

The poet pays special attention to whether communication between
the dead and the living is possible. The dead belong to the past, they are
buried in history. Zhukovsky describes the successes they achieved while
alive: ‘Oh, so often reaped their sickles the golden field / And their plough
conquered stubborn fields! / Oh, so often trembled leafy grove at the sight
of their axes, / And their sweat besprinkled the land!” (Kax uacmo ux cepno
snamyw Huey sanu / VI nnyz ux nobexcoan ynopuoie nonsa! / Kak wacmo
ux cexup 0ybpasv. mpenemanu / VI nomom ux nuua kponunacs semnsl).
The poet’s respect for the work done by the dead is obvious. However, at
the same time, the author points out the inability of the dead to interact
with anything living: “The sparkling and crackling fire of a smoky hearth /
Will not gladden them on winter evenings, / And playful children, rushing
to greet them, / Will not seek their kisses’ (Ha dvimHom ouaze mpecky4uii
02Hb, céepras, / VIx 6 sumHu eeqepa He 6ydem eecenumv, / M demu pessuvle,
scmpeuamv ux évlbezas, / He 6yoym c s#adHocmvio 1003aHULL UX 108UMb).

Nonetheless, Zhukovsky also points out that not all of the living give
the dead their due: ‘Let slaves of vanity humiliate their (the dead’s) fate, /
Mocking in their own blindness that useful labour / Let those slaves lis-
ten in cold contempt / To the deeds of the dead, hiding in humility”
(Ilyckaii pabot cyem ux xpebuti ynuscatom, / Cmesicst 6 cnenome nonesHvim
ux mpyoam, / Ilyckaii ¢ xonooHocmoto npespenus enumarom / Tasusumcs
80 movme y602020 denam). The poet reasons that the ‘humility’ of the dead
results from the social injustice that denied them access to education. It
is not their fault. They just happened to be born to such a fate: ‘But the
shrine of education, built by centuries, / Was closed for them by morose
fate, / That same fate burdened them with chains of mediocrity, / Their



A. Yamaji Russian Poets on Death and the Dead 167

genius is killed by severe poverty’ (Ho npocsewsenvst xpam, 60308ucHymuiil
sexamu, / Yepromoro cyovboti 05 Hux 6vin 3ameope, / Vx pok obpemerun
yboxecmea yensamu, / Vix eenuii cmpozoro Hys#ooro ymepuienen). The isola-
tion of the living from the dead is instilled by the condition of the latter.
The horror of that condition is portrayed in every tiny detail: ‘dead, rot-
ten bones’ (mepmavie, ucmnesuiue xkocmu), ‘cold ashes of ours’ (yeacuui
nenen Haui), ‘tender, loving heart turned to dust’ (npax cepoua nexcroeo,
ymesuiezo mobumv), ‘@ worm — the coffin-dweller — nests in the dried-out
head’ (epoboscumenv-uepev 6 cyxoii enase enesoumcs).

In spite of such isolation, communication between the souls of the living
and those of the dead seems to be possible. It has nothing to do with the
richness of the decorations on their graves. On the contrary, gaudy luxury
should be avoided: “The dead don't sleep sweeter under a marble slab, /
A haughty mausoleum does nothing but burdens their flesh’ (He craue
Mepmebvlx coH nod mpamopHoii dockor; / HaomenHuiil mas3onei nuuiv
nepcmv ux 6pemenum). Communication between the dead buried in this
cemetery and the living can occur in several ways. For example, a person
can be moved by the modesty of the deceased: ‘And sleep here in peace
under protection of a grave — / And a modest stone amidst thick fur-trees /
With humble words and plain carvings / Invites a passer-by to sigh over
the dead’ (J1 30ecv cnokoiiro cnam noo cenvio 2po6osoto — / VI ckpomuoii
NAMAMHUK, 6 Npurome cocH 2ycmolx, / C HenviuHoti HAONUCHI0 U pe3vOoto
npocmoro, / IIpoxoxezo 306em 6300xHymv Hao npaxom ux). The cemetery
is a place where those who tenderly remember the dead can communi-
cate with them: “Their heart hears the dear voice in our grave; / To them,
our gravestone has a soul; / To them, our dead ashes breathe in this cold
urn; / To them, it is ablaze with love’ (Jx cepoue munviii enac 6 mozune
Haweti cnouum; / Haw kamenv epo606oii 015 Hux 00yuieénet; / JIns Hux
Haw Mepmevtii npax 6 xon00Hot ypHe oviuium, / Euje ocnem n068u 018 HUX
B80CN/IAMEHEH).

The poem finishes with sentimental words about a dead youth who
left this world too early (6esspemenno). Instead of symbolising the end
of life, this scene shows the connection between the living and the dead.
Instrumental to this understanding is the prayer of a passer-by at this
grave. The grave itself is not only ‘a shelter from all earthy worries’ (npurom
om écex 3emHoix mpesoe) and a place to leave ‘everything that was sinful’
(8ce, umo 6 Hem 2pexosHo 6vin0). It is also a connection point between the
living and the dead and proof that the young man did indeed exist. It is
important to mention that the original verse did not have any reference
to the grave as a point of connection between the two worlds or a place to
shed ‘everything sinful: ‘No farther seek his merits to disclose / Or draw
his frailties from their dread abode / (There they alike in trembling hope
repose) / The bosom of his Father and his God’ [Gray, p. 32]. Except for this
‘ad-libbing, Zhukovsky’s translation is very faithful to the original. It still
sounds absolutely natural within the system of conceptions about death
characteristic of Russian poets. Moreover, the outstanding Russian critic
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Vladimir Solovyov called this elegy ‘the motherland of Russian poetry’
[ConoBbés, c. 178-180]. Agafonova explains this phenomenon by the fact
that ‘one of the tendencies particular to the translations of poetry at the
beginning of the 19™ century was the russification of the work translated’
[AradoHoBa, c. 8].

The problem of similarities in the literary interpretation of death in Rus-
sia and abroad is worthy of a separate analysis, which is beyond the scope
of this article; however, we can suggest some explanation. First, Russian
literature developed as an integral part of European literature and, as such,
shared (both absorbed and bestowed) tendencies within this cultural space.
Ram goes so far as to insist that the popularity of elegy as a genre in Rus-
sia started with this piece [Ram, p. 177]. Secondly, it is possible that this
particular poem by Thomas Gray expressed ideas which were very natural
to Russian culture. This might have played a role in Zhukovsky’s choice to
translate this poem in the first place.

In “The Skull” (1824) by E. A. Baratynsky, the view of death is more
detached. As was pointed out by some of the poet’s contemporaries, such
an approach allows for the deeper philosophical content of the poem [Io-
ny6esa]. Baratynsky seems to be deeply fascinated with this subject. A very
similar attitude towards death can be found in Lermontov’s poems, which
we shall analyse later.

“The Skull” is written from the point of view of a person whose brother’s
grave was dug up and destroyed. The poet is adamant that the sleep of the
dead deserves the utmost respect: ‘Deceased brother! Who disturbed your
sleep? / Who scorned the sanctity of grave?” (Yconwuii 6pam! kmo con meoti
sosmymun? / Kmo npenebpes césmuineto mozunvHoti?) [BapaTeiHckmi,
c. 47]. His harsh criticism of those lacking respect for the dead can be seen
in the words he uses to describe young people laughing at the side of the
grave: ‘a crowd of young madmen’ (monna 6e3ymuyes monodvix). At the
same time, the poem’s narrator cannot help commenting on how ugly and
scary the dead look: T took your yellow and dusty skull! / It still was wear-
ing vestiges of hair; / I saw on it the slow course of decay’ (A 6 pyxu 6pan
meotl uepen xenmulti, noivHoil! / Euje Hocun éonoc ocmamxu on; / A 3pen
Ha Hem X00 NOCHeNneHHbIlL MIeHbA).

Unlike Zhukovsky, who was trying to establish points of contact be-
tween the living and the dead, Baratynsky portrays the mutual isolation
of the two worlds. The wistful desire “I wish your head... suddenly pro-
fessed!” (Kozoa 6... Inasa meos éuezanuo nposewjanal) is left unfilled: in
the next stanza, the idea of revival is quickly rejected. This implies that
there is an insurmountable border between the dead and the living. Its very
existence commands mutual respect between the living and the dead: “You,
who’s alive, go on living; you, who's dead, peacefully turn to dust!” OKusu,
sueoti, cnokoiino mrneii, mepmeey!). The line between the two is clearly
defined: ‘One cannot place under the same law / Both the bustle of world
and the silence of cemetery! / A wise man cannot stifle natural feelings / Or
get a response from coffins’ (He noouunuuiv 00Hum 3axoram mot / VI ceema
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wym, u muuny xknaobuwia! / IIpupoorvix wyecme myopeuy, He 3a2nyuium /
W om 2pobos omeema e nonyuum). Death is not something to be taught
by the dead. A living being can only comprehend it at the very moment
of becoming dead: ‘Let life give pleasures to the living, / It will be Death
thatll teach them how to die’ (ITycmo padocmu susyusum xusno oapum, /
A cmepmp cama ux ymepemv Hayuum). This means that death is absolutely
incomprehensible for the living. This poem has no references to the ideal
world of death. However, the poetic legacy of Baratynsky does contain the
notion of a distinction between the body and soul. It can be found in the
later poem “You are useless, days!” (Ha umo 61, 0nu!.., 1840), although the
narrator is still alive [[un36ypr, 1974, c. 86]. Despite this insurmountable
line between the living and the dead, Baratynsky seems to experience a
feeling of closeness to death. Four years later, he wrote the poem “Death”
Some researchers of the Soviet era saw this poem as the triumph of the pes-
simism that gripped the poet upon the defeat of the Decembrist movement
[CremaHos, c. 35]. However, we see nothing negative in this 1828 poem. The
very association of death with the grave is rejected: “Oh, daughter of High-
est Aether!” (O, douv sepxosrozo agpupa!) [Baparpiackuii, c. 64]. In Russian
culture, death is personified by a woman, hence this reference. The poet
continues: ‘Oh, bright beauty! / You have an olive branch of peace in your
hand, / And not a killing scythe’ (O, ceemosapnas xpaca! / B pyxe meoeti
onusa mupa, / A ne eybsiuas xoca). He explains the striking effectiveness
of death. Like the poets of the past, Baratynsky addresses the universal im-
partiality of death, although he mainly concentrates on its effects: ‘Only
due to righteous you / Different fates of human beings are reconciled. /
You caress with the same hand / Both the master and the slave’ ([pyx#umcs
npasedHoti mo6oio / /Itodeii HedpyxcHas cyovoa: / Jlackaeutv moio sxe pykoro /
Tor enacmenuna u paba). Death is the entity which the ‘Lord entrusted
with keeping the world in order’ (B meoé xpanenve ecemoeyujuii / Eeo
[mupa] ycmpoiicmeo nopyuun). It has limitless power and magnanimity,
and is able to ‘quell a hurricane, raising with enormous force’ (yxpousamo
soccmarowjuti 6 besymHoti cune ypaeaw) or ‘force back an ocean’ (scnamo
sosspaujamv oxear). Bocharov noted the regulating function of death in
this poem [Bouapos, c. 329]. Tojbin has pointed out that the limits which
death sets on living beings here serve the greater good: ‘You set limits to
plants / So that a huge forest / Doesn’t cover the land with harmful shade’
(Haéwwv npedenvt mor pacmetvam, / Umob He nokpuin eueanmckuii nec /
3emnu eybumenvror menvto) [Toitbun, c. 357]. One of the main gifts of
death is ‘the answer to all riddles’ (8cex 3azadox paspewsenve) and ‘libera-
tion from all chains’ (paspewenve scex uyeneti).

As for Lermontov, he was fascinated by death from early youth. He wrote
a lot of poems on the subject. Very often, it served as a background for some
other themes. For example, in his poem “Cemetery” (1830) [/IepmoHTOB,
c. 126], the main topic is misanthropy, while in “Death (The Sunset burns
like a fiery strip...)” (1830) it is lost love [JlepmonTOB, C. 173]. Some critics
state that death is depicted as complete disappearance from the Universe in
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the latter work [Keznpos, c. 311]. The former poem is set in a cemetery, while
the second is built around presuppositions about what will happen when the
author dies [UncToBa, c. 511]. “Death (The chain of young life is broken...)”
(1830-1831) [JlepmoHTOB, c. 283] continues this tendency but also shows a
new element in Lermontov’s treatment of death. Although the main topic
here is the feeling of revulsion for life (pessimism), the author also makes
an attempt to fathom what lies beyond life. Pessimism is introduced by the
concept of death. The reader can find in the lyrics a hint that this pessimism
is caused by a woman: Ts it really possible that right before my demise / The
treacherous love of women will seduce me again?’ (Ywenu des kosapras
n1106086b / IIpenvcmum mens neped koHuuHoti 6H06v?). Love here is a turmoil,
compared to which death is a lesser evil [TonoBanosa, c. 511].

The world of death here is described by negation: ‘Where there’s no
expectations, no passions, / No bitter tears, no fame, no honours’ (I'0e
Hem Hu oxudanuti, Hu cmpacmeil, / Hu 20pvKkux cnes, Hu cnaevl, Hu e-
cmeii). ‘Recollection’ (8ocnomunanue) sleeps a deep sleep here. Even ‘the
heart... doesn't feel that a worm gnaws at it’ (cepoue... He uyscmayem, umo
uepsyv ezo epvizem). The state of death is described in a way that is scary
and painful for the reader. However, the narrator does not even understand
death in this way: he thus creates a world where the mere existence of
feelings is denied. One can say that the structure of the poem contributes
to a perception that the more frightening the world of death is, the more
apparent the misanthropy of the poet becomes. Even such a dreadful state is
better than people: ‘Let hell itself engulf me, / I would rejoice at suffering, /
Twice as much as I suffered in the past, / But farther, farther from people’
(Iyckaii mens o6xeamum yenvtii ad, / IIycmov 6y0y myuumuocs, 5 pao, 5 pao, /
Xoms 6v 6060e npomus npouinvix Oxeti, / Ho monvko 0anvute, danvuie om
nrodeti).

Compared to this and other similar works, the poem “Death (Caressed
by flowery dreams)” (1830-1831) brings death to the foreground and
shows it as a multi-layered phenomenon. The first layer is constituted by
the early impressions of a dying person. The narrator suddenly feels that “...
death with its cold breath / Has started to cool my blood’ (Kasanoce mne,
umo cmepmo ObLXAHbEM X/IAOHLIM / Y HAUHANA KPOBb MO CHYOUmb)
[JlepmonTOB, c. 292]. Further on, one can see two separate entities, the
body and the soul. The poet depicts the feelings of each of these entities
as they separate: My heart was beating rarely but strongly, / With a kind of
sick tremor, / And my body, facing its end, was trying / To restrain impulses
of my impatient soul, / But the soul was listening to its former friend /
With annoyance, and reproaches / Made it a sad parting (He uacmo cepoue
6unocs, Ho kpenko, / C 6one3HeHHbIM KaKUuM-mo coopoeanvem, / VI meno,
8U0S c801i KoHey, cmapanocy / BHosv yoepicamv Oyuiu Hemepnenusoti /
Iopwievt, Ho mosapuusy 6vinomy / C 0ocadoro oyuia eHumana, u ykopuol / Mx
paccmasarve cOenanu Ne4anvHoiMm).

It is the second stage of dying. Death is presented as the separation of the
body and soul. Left without its ‘“friend; the soul becomes an independent
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entity and is dismayed at first: I could not / Understand, how possibly could
bliss / Or bitter sufferings be experienced so far away / From the land where
I first realised / That I was alive and my life was boundless, / Where I sought
self-knowledge so eagerly, / Where I loved so many and lost so much, /
Where I loved in accordance with this perishable body, / Without which I
couldn’t comprehend love (A e moe / [lonamp, kak MOXHO 4YBCMBE06aMb
6naxencmeo / MUnv eopvkue cmpadanus oaneko / Om moii 3emnu, 20e
6 nepeviii pas s nouan, / mo s Husy, 4mo iHu3nv mos 6e3bpexcra, / I'oe
HAOHO 5 UCKAT camono3Hanvs, / Tde cmonvko s mobun u nomepan, / JTro6un
coenacto ¢ amum 6penHoim mesnom, / bes koezo 11066u He NOHUMAT ).

In this verse, the separation of the body and soul is expressed powerfully
and definitively.

However, dismay soon turns into an experience bordering on spiritual
awakening: ‘T thought like that and suddenly lost train of thought, / And in
a moment [ was alive again, / But I didn’t see the earthly / Things around
me and I no longer remembered / The pain or onerous worries / About
my future fate and death’ (Tax dyman s, u 6dpyz oywioii 3a6vincs, / Y upes
MmeHoseHve cHosa Hun s, / Ho He sudan sokpyz ce6s npedmemos / 3emHolx,
u bonee He nomuun s/ Hu 6onu, nu msmenvix 6ecnoxoticms / O 6yoyusei
cyovbe moeii u cmepmu). Life on earth is recollected as nothing more than ‘a
brief exile. At that point, the soul is suddenly made to leave the ideal world
of death and is sent back to the earth. After that, as in the previous poem,
the author’s misanthropy reappears.

The narrator turns to the physical world of death, another facet of post-
mortem experiences: ‘“The first / Thing was a grave with a pompous mau-
soleum, / Under which people buried my corpse’ (ITepswviii / IIpeomem —
Mmozuna ¢ nouHvuim massoneem, / ITo0 Koum mpyn moil 100U CXOPOHUUL).
In there he faces his own corpse, the description of which is naturalistically
frightening: ‘In the place, where my corpse was decaying, I stayed. / Here
and there I noticed a bone or hanging / lumps of bluish meat or veins / With
blood dried solid inside them. / I was sitting and viewing with desperation /
Swift insects swarming / And eating the food of death greedily. / A worm
was crawling out of eye sockets / And disappearing again into the ugly skull
(I'0e enun moti mpyn, u mam ocmancs 5. / 30eco kocmv 6vina yie 6UOHA,
30ecv msaco / Kyckamu cunee 6uceno, scunvt mam / S npumeuan c 3acoxuiero
6 Hux kposvio. / C omuasmvem cudesn s u é3upar, / Kax 6vicmpo Hacekombvle
pounuce / M madno noedanu nuugy cmepmu. / Yepeak mo évinonsan u3
enaouu 2nas, / To 6H06b ckpviancs 6 6e306pasHulii uepen,).

One’s own soul witnessing the state of one’s own dead body... after such
a frighteningly realistic description of death’s physical aspects, Lermontov
portrays the agony of the soul who has to witness them: ‘And so what? Its
(the worm’s) every movement / Was tormenting me with spastic pain. /
I had to watch the ruin of my friend, / Who had lived for so long with
my soul, / My last, my only friend / Who shared the soul’s grief and joy, /
I wished to help, but all in vain, in vain’ (/1 umo sxe? Kasxodoe ezo 0susicerve /
Mens mep3sano cydopoxcroti 6onvio. / A donxer Ovin cmomperns Ha eubenv
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opyea, / Tax dorneo xusuiezo ¢ moeti Oyuioro, / IlocnedHezo, eOUHCMeeHH020
opyea, / denusuiezo ee newanv u padocmv, / VI s nomouv sxenan, Ho mujem-
HO, MU4emHo).

The awful process of physical decay and the soul’s vain efforts to stop it
continue to the end of the poem. The maggots breed and eat foul-smelling
skin and bones: all that is left is dust. The soul tries to warm these wretch-
ed remains with his breath, but cannot. The poem finishes with a scene
where ‘the witness of cruel destruction’ goes to blaspheme the Creator, but
then wakes up. This part of the poem is often explained by the influence
of Byron’s poetry [MoToBuos, c. 511; cM. Taxoke: InH30ypr, 1940, c. 109;
®énopos, 1967, c. 324-325]. However, some researchers insist that Ler-
montov’s verses are deeper and more expressive than those of the English
poet [DPénopos, 1941, c. 184-186].

It is necessary to stress that Lermontov, who maintains the dichotomy
of body and soul, defines their relationship as friendly. The soul here ful-
fils two functions. First, it objectively registers the physical processes that
take place in the corpse. Secondly, it desperately tries to stop them. Many
literary critics point to the deep philosophical content of the poem, espe-
cially in connection with the poets young age at the time of its creation
[O1ixeHbaywm, c. 334; énopos, 1967, c. 323].

Let me digress by saying that in this work, as well as the later “Dream (In
noons heat, in a dale of Dagestan)” (1841), the themes of sleep and death
are interwoven. Moreover, in “Death (The sunset burns like a fiery strip)”,
the poet speaks about the dissolution of his soul in infinity. Both phenom-
ena are mentioned in an encyclopaedic dictionary written half a century
later by Brokhaus and Efron (dywa, cm.: [Bpokrays, E¢pon]). However,
they discuss the connection between sleep, death, and the dissolution of
the soul in infinity in terms of ancient beliefs. I treat this coincidence as
evidence of Lermontov’s wonderful ability (conscious or unconscious) to
‘process’ and re-examine creatively ideas that ‘are in the air’.

In my research, I have analysed some poems by outstanding Russian
poets and come to the following conclusions. First of all, they all attempt to
portray the physical aspects of death in its tiniest details and with the most
appropriate expressions. Each of them has naturalistic depictions of corps-
es. In all cases, the reader gets an impression of a ‘thing’ abandoned by the
soul. Every description shows the real and brutal consequences of death.
There is also a common tendency to focus on the state of the corpse, the
progress of decay. One can feel the bewilderment that the poets experience
at the thought that a person, after death and decay, turns into something
absolutely different. One may see here the reflection of views characteris-
tic of 18™-century Russian society which regarded the body as something
perishable. Those views can be seen in a real epitaph. On the grave of
Ivan Neplyuev, a statesman during Peter I's epoch, were found the words:
...the body decays and turns into dust’ [JIormaH, c. 213-214]. On the other
hand, all of the poets under consideration insist on the dichotomy inher-
ent between the body and the soul. The Japanese critic Kimura Takashi
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argued that such ideas arose in different cultures because people could not
accept their own mortality [Kumypa, c. 82]. The same dichotomy is postulat-
ed in Christianity. In Ecclesiastes, the Bible says: ‘and the dust returns to the
ground it came from, and the spirit returns to God who gave it’ [Exx1. 12: 7].
However, in many cases the poets re-examine this dogma creatively and
use it as a literary technique. For example, in Lermontov’s poem, the soul
witnesses the details of a corpse’s decay. It is possible that the poet wanted
to draw his readers” attention to the physical aspects of death. For him a
soulless body is nothing but a thing, an object of observation.

Of special interest is the insight into death’s egalitarianism. It visits
all people without any exception, regardless of financial or social status.
We can find this postulate in works by all of the poets except Lermontov.
No matter how noble or insignificant a person is, he or she cannot escape
death. The fact that the poets felt it necessary to elaborate on this self-
evident phenomenon speaks volumes of their ideas about contemporary
social and financial inequality. All the unfairness of this world disappears
at the end of life because of death. Derzhavin, Zhukovsky, and Baratynsky
seem to be fascinated with the fact that people with many different lifestyles
are reduced to absolutely the same process of decay after death. They tend
to generalise their ideas on death, while Lermontov is more interested in
particularities. He concentrates his efforts on detailed descriptions of the
various aspects of death.

The spectrum of people whose deaths are described illustrates that death
was an integral part of life for the poets. At the same time, their inability
to communicate with the dear deceased caused profound pain. Some poets
saw the cemetery as a place where such communication might be possible.
Others felt that the border between life and death is insurmountable.
Zhukovsky was among the former, while Baratynsky is a representative of
the latter. Baratynsky calls death ‘liberation’ These words can be interpreted
as criticism of the poor living conditions in contemporary society.
Lermontov’s fascination with death can also be viewed as an elaboration
on Baratynsky’s idea that ‘Death is liberation from the chains of life’
(Tot paspeuwenrve 6cex yeneii).
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