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S. T. Aksakov: A Broader Vision

Tolstoy provided Russia with a powerful interpretive model of
childhood. Yet, despite favorable teviews and instant popularity,
cerwin characteristics of Childiood ensured that furure writers
would ot use the Tolstoyan model in an unmediated form. Firse
of all, there was Tolstoy's decision to organize all the action of his
novella around two days in Irtenfev’ life. From a literary point of
view, this innovative structure was one of Tolscoy’s eriumphs; it
allowed him o deemphasize plot intrigue and to concentrate pri-
marily on Irenievs psychology and view of the world around him.
As 2 model for the presentation of childhood memories, however,
chis approach was evidently t0o risky for less calented writers (o
adope. The development of Russian childhood accounts (both au-
tobiographical and pseudo-autobiographical) shows that writers,
however much they borrowed from Tolstoy in other areas, preferred
to conceive heir lives as more conventionally plotted. Racher than
describe a crucial group of days, they tend to begin with birch or
carliest memories and continue chronologically through selected
events of early lie.

The second deficiency in Childboad (from the point of view of
later Russian writers) was Tolstoy's almost complece lack of con-
cern with the history of the Ircen'ev family. Once again, this “defi-
ciency” was 2 source of strength in Childbood, because it allowed
Tolstoy not to waste precious space describing things that the
young Ircenfev did not experience. On the ocher hand, especially
for autobiographers, the ahistoricism of Childind made it an un-
suitable model. As rule, autobiogaphers did not wish merely to
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create subtle psychological self-portraits (cven if they had the abil-
ity to do so). Rather, they saw themselves as one link in a long
chain of family history, a history in which their own childhood
years played only one part. Taken by themselves, Tolstoy's myths
of childhood were 00 personal and specific for general consump-
tion. To become generally accepted, they needed to be placed ina
wider context.

As it happened, Russia did not have long to wait or a work that
echoed many of the themes of Childbood while being imbued with
a strong sense of familial and personal chronology. Just six years
after Tolstoy’ licerary debut, the reading public welcomed the
final work of the aging Aksakov: The Childbood Years of Bagrov's
Grandson. It is difficult to decermine whether Tolscoy's work or
“Tolstoy himself had anything to do with the way Aksakov por-
trayed childhood. Most probably, Aksakov had read Childbood
when it first appeared, although there is no record of his reaction.
The two writers first met in January 1856 and became friendly al-
most immediately.” Aksakov read excerpts from A Fanily Chronicle
to the younger writer, and he evidently took Tolstoy’s criticism se-
tiously.’ It is quite conceivable that the two talked about Childbood
Years before it was compleced. One thing we know for certain,
however, is that Tolstoy was impressed with Childhood Years even
before its publication: in a diary entry for January 1857, he wrote:
“A reading at S. T. Aksakov's. Childhood, wonderful!”*

s soon as Childsond Years appeared in print, Rusian readers
and critics echoed Tolstoy's sentiments. Almost immediately, they
noticed the links connecting the new work with Aksakovs pre-
viously published A Family Chronicle and Menirs. Indeed, for
the most part they saw the worksas  trilogy that one critic dubbed
The Bagroy Family.” This reading was given “offcial” approval
by Aksakovs son Ivan, who, in the preface to the posthumous edi-
tion of his father's works, informed the reading public that “the
exact same personages appear in Excepts from the Bagrw Family
Chronicke ... and in Childbood Years . . . and, finally, in the Ment-
oirs that were appended to the Chronicle and published simultane-
ously with it.”* The three works are to be considered together as a
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grand family autobiography. In some sense such a reading is cor-
fect: it i true char all chree works are based on the biography of
Aksakov and his family. Yet, while chis approach brings ouc many
common thematic points, a “holistic” reading has drawbacks as
well. It is, first of all, enirely in keeping with the unfortunate
Russian and Soviet tendency to read only for content, ignoring che.
formal and stylistic devices that make a work of at. In addicion,
such a reading ignores the incent of the author himself, who went
o great pains mo to write a standard autobiography. In fact, no two
of the works that make up the “trilogy” belong to the same genre:
despite obvious similarities and points of connection, each work
calls for a different type of reading. Since what differentiates these.
‘works has been largely ignored, this will be the primary subject of
my analysis. Only The Childbocd Years of Bagrov's Grandson is
pseudo-autobiography, and, because of s influence on the Russian
literary and aurobiographical raditions, ic will be the primary text
discussed. However, both A Family Chronicle and Memoirs will be
ereated as well, in order that the particulatities of Childod Years
may be seen more clearly.

It should be mencioned chat, although all Sovie editions of
Aksakov publish the works in autobiographical chronological
order (chat is, Family Chronice, Childbood Years, Memois), such an
arrangement does not reflect the order in which the works were
written, published, and read by Aksakovs contemporaries. A
Family Chronicle was begun as early as 1840. It did not appear as a
whole, however, until 1856, by which time Menwirs had also been
compleced. The two were published together ina single volume in
1856. Childbond Years, the so-called middle volume of che “cril-
ogy,” was not completed until 1858. O course, the fact that the
works were written over a long period and out of order does not
necessarily disqualify them as an autobiographical trilogy; afcer all,
Tolstoy published his trilogy over five years and Gorky's stretched
over ten. Nevertheless, despite the extent to which Tolstoy's or
Gorky' trilogies evolved in the course of writing, in each case the
chree volumes share a narrator and a broadly similac point of view
and structure. This is not the case with Aksakov. A Faily Chron-
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icle s abiography. It describes the actions of two generations of the
Bagrov family and is narraced, mosely in the chird person, by a
‘member of the third generation, Sergei Bagrov. Childbood Years isa
classic pseudo-autobiography: it is narrated, this time in the first
person, by che same Sergei Bagrov, who ells che story of his early
childhood. Finally, Memairs s typical autobiography: i i narrated
in the first person by Sergei Aksakov and describes his life from
ages eight co sixteen.

‘A Family Chronicle has often been called an epic, and its central
character, Stepan Mikhailovich Bagrov, has been likened toan Old
Testament patriarch. While the novel does contain both Biblical
and epic elements, neither of these characterizations captures the
scruccure on which the work is based: the Russian fairy tale or folk
tale. The fairy tale is & particularly appropriate modlel for a bio-
‘graphical novel based on old family stories from a semi-legendary
past. One can imagine the young Bagrov hearing about the old
daysand transforming these stories in his mind o fit the patterns of
the fairy tales he knew. Later, perhaps, he would have been unable:
0 separate family legends from his reinterprecations. In any case,
A Fanily Chronicle i filled with folk- and fairy-tale structures."

The frsc two sections of A Family Chronicleare modeled on Rus-
sian folk tales of the warrior hero, or bogatyr”. The central character
is Stepan Mikhailovich Bagrov: short, squat, broad-shouldered,
and strong as a rock, he reminds one of Iia Muromets. His quali-
fications for the hero’s role become clear in his scruggle wich
Kurolesov. Kuroleso s the evil sorcerer: specifically, he is a vam-
pire (at one point his actions are described as “bloodsucking” {1:
106]). He wins his wife by charming Stepan Mikbailovich's family
in the latter’s absence) and manages to keep his wife and all her
family under his evil spell. When his power finally wanes and his
‘wife unmasks his way of ife (the scene of discovery is described as
a sort of sanic ball, complete with drunkenness, half-naked
‘women, singing, and wild dancing), he throws her into a dark
dungeon. She i rescued by the bogatyr’, who, appropriately, breaks
‘down the door of her prison and carries her away to safecy.

The story of Sof'ia Nikolaevna’ early life belongs not to the
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Russian folk epic, but (o a well-known fairy tale: “Cinderella.”
The lovely young girl is good, virtuous, beautiful, and the favorice
‘of her facher. However, after her mother dies, she is persecuted by
the inevitable evil stepmother. The situation s changed by the
death of the stepmother and Sof‘ia' return to her fathers favor. Im-
mediately after her fairy tale concludes, we leam how Aleksei
Stepanovich fell in love with and eventually married her. Aleksei
Stepanovich is a latter-day version of the simple son of Russian
folklore: luan dunachok. Everyone considers him dull, uneducated,
and intellectually inferior (except, of course, the magical Cin-
derella, who is capable, it curns out, of turning ehis frog into a
prince). In the end, his virtues become clear (o all and he marries
Cinderella. The “Fourth Excerpt” of the novel describes how the
virtuous heroine charms the crusty old bogaryr” despite the evil
machinations of her isters-in-law (tcoublemaking sisters orsisters-
in-law are also stock fairy-tale characters). Finally, a allfairy tales
‘must, A Family Chroicleends happily with the birch of a son to the.
married couple.

By emphasizing folk elements in A Family Chronicle, 1 do not
mean to imply that che work is not biographically accurate. How-
ever, the way in which Aksakov organizes the text shows that he
has chosen to relate his family history to fairy- and folk-tale struc-
tures. Real-life sories are projected onto these structures and de-
rive additional meaning from them. As | mentioned before, this
form is appropriate, considering that the work’ narator sup-
‘posedly heard chese family scories as a child, a time when fairy-tale
structures are strongly embedded in the mind.

Although ic would seem diffcult not o notice che folk- and
fairy-tale elements in A Family Chronice, they were unimportant
for Aksakov’s contemporaris. Instead, early readers saw the work
a5 an autobiography, and they felc that Aksakov’s taent lay in his
ability to use his family story to illustrate general truths about
Russian life. One contemporary reviewer praised Aksakovs ablity
0 find the general in the specific as follows: “This is all raised by
him t0 a level of typical expression. The internal and the general
shine chrough in everything, whether in the character of a single.
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person, o even in the character of an entire way of life.” It was,
precisely this peculiarly Russian tendency to see lterary characters
s models for or models of human behavior chat allowed Aksakovs
family fairy tale to influence the development of Russian gentry
auobiography."

Rather than beginning theic autobiographies with their own
memories, 45 they might have had they followed the Tolstoyan
‘model of childhood, Russian autobiographers usually started with
a discussion of their entire family history. In the course of the nine-
teenth century, there were at least five autobiographies that bore
the subticle "A Family Chronicle” and many more in which this
phrase was used in the text. Of course, the reading of Aksakov
‘whereby Childbood Years was seen as nothing more than a continua-
of A Family Chronicle sanctioned this type of approach. The
‘opening lines of T Tolycheva’s memoirs indicace the importance of
Aksakov influence: “The interest and importance of notes and
family reminiscences of all types has long been appreciated. As
Jong as they ate compiled sincerely. . . . You don' even need al-
ent. S.T. Aksakov is an exception; but everyone has 4 family
chronicle.”*

For the original readers of A Family Chronicle, Memoirs chac fol-
lowed it must have scemed surprising. Suddenly, instead of the
woice of Bagrov setting down his family history, the narrator be-
comes Aksakov himself. He reviews his life, in the firsc person,
from the beginning of his formal education at the Kazan' gym-
nasium (o his ealy university days. As an autobiographer, Ak-
sakov is prepared to vouch for the accuracy of his scatemencs (chis,
of course, does not exclude the possibility of accidental errors),
something he was clearly not prepared to do in his novels. In Mem-
airshe isalready a “historical” person who interacts wich real people
in a verifible world. Gone are the Gogolian flights of lyricism,
gone the epic/heroic/fairy-tale elements so characteristic of A Fam-
ily Chronicle.”

In place of the divisions into “excerpts” (which gave A Family
Chronicle che illusion of being fragmentary, the incomplete retell-
ing of dimly remembered family scories), Menoirs i in four chap-
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ters, three of which are sec in the city and one in the country. The
narracor describes his earlier self, sometimes carefully analyzing his
actions from his present perspective, sometimes presenting large
chunks of material almost without analysi. The first two chapters
concentrate closely on the boy and his small world, whereas the
latter two look more to the outside world.

This work has generally been considered the weakest link of the
“crilogy,” and 1 am inclined o agree. It sometimes scems that
Aksakov did not quite know what he wanted t0 do here. Were
these reminiscences to be a description of his life and times (chat is,
‘an outward facing set of memoirs, a sort of prehistory for his Liter-
ary and Theatrical Memairs? Or, were they to be the latter part of
Childbond Years, a novel he had not et writcen but about which he
was already chinking? In the end, Memairs contains elements of
both, but in a not completely felicitous combination.

There is, however, one moment at the beginning of Memwirs
chat, because it echoes the central Tolscoyan myth of childhood so
strongly, deserves to be mentioned. Before describing his depar-
ture from the country estate for school in the city, Aksakov inter-
rupts his narrative and inserts an apostrophe to childhood:

O, whereare you, magical world, the Scheherazade ofhuman life.
You, golden time of childhood happiness, the memory of which sirs
an old manissoul 5o sweetly and sadly! Happy i he who had one, who
has something to remember! For many it passes unnoticed of joylessly
and in their mature years all that remains in the memory is the cold-
ness or even the cruelty of people. (2: 10)

Clearly, just s did Tolstoy, Aksakov recalled childhood as the hap-
piest time of his life (and, ideally, as the time chat should be the
happiest of any life). OF course, this is nor o say chat childhood is
without problems, fears, and unhappy moments. There would be
plenty of those described in Aksakov’ pseudo-autobiography.
il chis panegyric to childhood in Menoirs could have hinted to
readers that, at least in general outline, Aksakovs eventual work
on childhood would not diffe too grearly from Tolstoy's.

‘When, two years after the publication of A Family Chronic and
Memairs, readers opened Aksakovs newest work, The Childbod

S.T. Aksakw 65

Years of Bagrov's Grandson: Serving as a Continuation of ‘A Family
Chronicle,” they could have reasonably expected to see a chird-
person narrative. One imagines thac they might have been per-
plexed at Aksakovs choice of still another narrative form for his
latest efort. Of course, for those readers who had been following
recent developmentsin Russian lteracure, the basic formal conceit
of Childbond Years should have recalled Tolstoy’ rilogy. Just as
Nikolai Iterfev had recounted the story of his carly years, Stepan
Mikhailovich’s grandson (che third-person narrator of A Family
Chronice), Sergei Bagrov, naraces the story of his childhood in the
first person. Aksakov, in a preface to the work, takes credic merely
as Bagrov’s amanuensis: “Stepan Mikhailovich Bagrov grandson
cold me the scory of his childhood years in great decal; I cook down
his stories s accurately as possible” (1: 63).

Since, as we now know, the work is autobiographical, why did
Aksakov choose to use the pseudo-autobiographical form? The
scandard explanation, and the one put forth by Ivan Aksakov in his
posthumous edition of his fathers works, is that the form was
chosen to proect relacives who were scill alive. "This scems un-
likely. While ic is true that some of Aksakovs reltives were un-
happy about the family literary appearance, it should not be for-
gotten thac the family had already appeared, with names named,
i Memirs. That is, when Aksakov wanted o wite 2 real autobi-
ography, he did so without worrying about family propriety. In
fact, there were 2 number of purely literary reasons for Aksakovs
choice of genre

“The fise, and perhaps the most important, was his conviction
chat fictional form would give his work a more general character
Instead of being the story of the writer Sergei Aksakov, a real man
witha past, present, and furure, the novel becomes the descripti
of a fictional world, a world that any reader can enter ac will in
order to empathize with the fictional characters. From Aksakovs
letters during this period of his work on Childhund Years, it seems
clear that, no matter how much autobiographical material the
‘novel contains, he did not chink of i s an autobiography. Thus, in
a letter to Turgenev, he wrote: “I am writing a book for chil-
dren. . . . Tcould chink of nothing beter than to write che history
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of a childs life, beginning from legendary, prehistorical times and
following it chrough all che impressions of life and nature.” " One
obvious advantage of the fictional form was the passibilicy of be-
ginning the work at a “prehistorically early age”: were it a “real”
autobiography, readers might not accep such a beginning.

In another letter, Aksakov calls the work “che life of a person in
babyhood." Aksakov repeats his plea for 2 generalized reading in
the preface to the novel: “These stories present a raher complete
history of a babe, the life of a person in childhood, and a childhood
world that is created gradually under the influence of daily new
impressions” (x: 263). Clearly, Aksakov felc more at ease wricing
about the childs world when he did not have to worry about
whether all the details were exactly the same as those of his own
childhood. As we willseelater, he fictional form also allowed him
t0 provide his work with a definite structure, one that might have
seemed too contrived in a “real” autobiography. Finally, Aksakov
el chat the reader would find it more interesting (o read a book
about childhood itself, racher than about the author’s childhood in
parcicular.

Therefore, despite the opinion of Ivan Aksakov, there are com-
pelling reasons to consider Childhond Years not as an autobiography
butas a pseudo-autobiographical novel in the tradicion of Tolstoy's
trilogy. In addition to the fact that in so doing we respect the
wishes of the work’ author, reading Childbond Years as a work of
fiction ensures that we will pay more atcencion co is lcerary quali-
ties. Instead of wondering about who is who, or trying to decipher
‘Aksakovs attitude toward such issues as serfdom and education,
‘we can appreciate other qualities in the work.

First of all, let us examine Aksakovs attemp to disassociate his
voice from that of Bagrov. I have already mentioned the preface in
which the author claims merely o have transcribed che oral ac-
counts of Bagrov. Inaddition, the novel concludes with the follow-
ing sentences: "Here ends Bagrovs grandsoris narrative of his
childhood. He insists that further stories relate not o his chi
hood, but to his boyhood. S.A." (1: 554). Together with the pref-
ace, chese lines serve to frame the entire narracive, emphasizing the
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separation of text rom auchor. The lasc sentence may well be asorc
of polemical riposte to Tolscoy. Bagrov dates the end of childhood
before his ninch birchday; Irtenev’s begins three days fter his tenth
birthday. This chronological discrepancy brings out an important
difference between the works of Tolstoy and Aksakov. It has ofen
been noted that Ireriev is a more introspective, self-snalytic nar-
rator than Bagrov; I do not think, however, that anyone has no-
ticed that this is simply a function of age. Bagrov tells us how he
came to know the world around him. Irceriev, by the time he be-
gins his story, is almost fully slf-conscious. He has already discov-
ered the world and is trying to come to terms with it. As far as
‘Aksakov was concerned, the Ircen'ev of Childhoed was not a child
atall.

For Aksakov the frame is a necessary but not sufficient device for
separating himself from his narrator. To furcher emphasize cheir
separation, he sprinkles a seies of authorial footnotes throughout
the text. These serve both to clear up potential sources of mis-
‘understanding and to remind the reader of che authors existence.
‘Their content is quite varied. Sometimes they merely indicate
‘wherea certain story spoken of by Bagrov can be located. * Ac other
times they are longer and speak of Bagrov in the third person,
qualifying his observations. For example, after Bagrov speaks of
crossing the ice~covered Volga, we read che following foornore: "It
is rare for a big river o freeze over without snow. Isaw the Volgaas
‘young Bagrov describes it only one time” (1: 550). Still other foot-
notes serve to define technical terms or dialect words.”

‘The most complicated series of footnores is connected to the
fairy tale “The Scarlet Flower." First, the story is mentioned in the
text. Then there is a footnote, supposedly belonging to Bagrov (al-
though how Bagrov could have provided a footnote in the course of
his oral narration is not made clear). This is followed by anocher
note, signed S.A.: "So as not co interrupt che story of childhood
chis fairy tale has been placed in an appendix” (1: 468). Finally, the
fairy tale itself appears at the end of the novel as promised. This
kind of give and take between author/edicor and narrator is an im-
portant formal device used periodically to remind the reader that
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he is reading a novel and not the autobiography of Aksakov.
A separation of the voices of author, narrator, and protagonist is, of
course, one of the hallmarks of the pseudo-autobiography.

Although Aksakov used the same literary form as Tolstoy, he
treated essentially different licerary and personal problems. In
Childbood, the young Tolstoy was attempring (smong other things)
o find his personal voice and to “Russianize” some of his favorite
European literary works. As Tolstoy grew into his task, the story
became more autobiographical—always remaining, formally, a
pseudo-autobiography. Childhasd is constructed around single days
in the childs life thar, like narracive snowballs, incorporate infor-
mation and observations as they roll. The childs voice is aug-
‘mented both by the adult narracor’s comments and by the general
statements of an authorial voice that was to become Tolscoy’ trade-
matk. Aksakov also makes use of a triple division into author/edi-
tor, narraror, and child, but he structures the narracive quite differ-
enly. While he claims simply to have recorded the tales of Bagrov,
che novel is built on a number of devices that reveal the care with
which Aksakov arranged his material.

Just as did Tolstoy, Aksakov exploits the possibility of shifting
back and forch from the child's point of view to that of the adult. In
Childbod Years the narrator’s fanction is to punctuate the narrative
from time t0 time, pointing out the novely of what s being de-
scribed from the poinc o view of the child. The sense of discovery
chat permeates the novel i achieved, not only through the fresh-
ness of the childs observations, but also through the narrator in-
terjections that emphasize the childs point of view. For example,
beginning his description of the scene in Ufa when news of
Catherine the Greats death was received, the narrator says: “And
that day brought me new, hitherto unknown conceps, and forced
me o feel feclings that I had never experienced” (1: 378). This
introduction, a it were, reminds the reader to imagine what all of
the ramors surrounding the accession of Paul and all the attendant
ceremonies must have meant (o the young child.

Ofcen such interjections introduce new experiences in the sen-
sory world: “We galloped quickly along the smooth road and I ex-
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perienced the previously unknown pleasure offast driving "(1: 381).
The mere fact that winter sleigh-riding is pleasant would not have
been surprising to Aksakov’ reader. However, the narrator's com-
ment invites the reader to experience the scene from che childs
point of view, to relive his or her first sleigh ride. This ability o
make che reader reexperience familiar scenes through che eyes of
the child lends Aksakovs prose its freshness and vitalicy.

Most important, narative interjections mark new stages in the
childs development. Whereas Irceniev is old enough to make
big discoveries (pertaining to important philosophical and moral
issues), Bagrov is scill young enough to make lccle discoverics in
the natural world. Each new encounter (and there are hundreds of
them in the novel) broadens the child horizons. Iti the narrator’s
function to point out these little epiphanics. Thus, Bagrov had
always disliked winter because it prevented him from running
around ourside. But, in his first winter ac Bagrovo, he comes
to appreciate the winter scenes. The narrator adds: “For che first
cime I sensed that winter scenes could have a specific beauty too”
(12 393). This observation is part of a larger pattern of discoveries
about nature chat che child makes in the course of his first eight
years. In fact, his development is marked by a broadening appre-
Ciation of the natural world. * Aksakov carefully alternates scenes of
the natural world with domestic scenes in order to create the illu-
sion of a widening spiral of time and perception.”

‘The narrator’s fanction is hardly limited to prepating the reader
for the childs descriptions. He also takes an active role in com-
menting on and explaining the childs impressions. Often the com-
‘mentary and the description are so intercwined that it is difficult 0
define where one leaves off and the other begins. This, for example,
is how the narrator describes his feelings in connection with his
fest spring in the country: "At that time, understanding nothing,
not discriminating or appreciating, not even using any names, |
fell new life within me and became a part of pature. It was only ac
the mature age of conscious memories of that time that I con-
sciously appreciated all of its charming wonder, all of ts poetic
beauty” (1: 475). This passage has important implications for the
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work as a whole. First ofal, there is the childs ability o become a
“pat of nature.” This was a qualicy that Ircen'ev remembered, and
it became a typical component of the gentry childhood myth. The
loss of this quality was always lamented, and one of the functions of
aucobiographical memory was t0 revive it. O the other hand, al-
though che child is  part of nature (perhaps because of it), he does
not realize o fully apprecate his position. Only the adult narrator,
thinking back on childhood, can appreciate what che child had.
Although he cannot become  child again, he can, through mem-
ory and the written word, recreate that fecling for himself and the
reader, The adulc narrator is vital for the expression of loss, of nos-
talgia for time past that is always present in the Russian gentry
autobiographical cradicion. Unlike Irtenfev, however, the adult
narrator in Childpod Years notes his childhood feelings and his nos-
algia for them without trying o analyze one or the other. Where
Irceniev must consciously express why he feels something, Bagrov
s content merely to express what he feels.

The irretrievability of past time and space is sometimes felt
quite openly. Thus, for example, after & description of the arrival of
‘migracory birds ac Bagrovo in the spring, the narrator interjects:
“Infact, it is impossible to imagine what was happening in the air,
on land, and on water wichout having seen ic, and it is no longer
posible e it in he places | am speaking about” (1: 466; icalics mine).
Itis not only perception that is changed by time; the actual physi-
cal circumstances are different. One cannot see such flocks of birds
both because first impressions can never be repeated and because
chere simply are not the same quantities of birds anymore. Of
course, the nacracor in Childhud Years i the secondary voice. He is
a long way, for example, from the Gogolian fights of the narrator
‘of A Family Chronicle (alchough he is, in fact, supposed to be the
same Bagrov), who, in 4 similar passage, cries: "My God, how
wonderful, I imagine, was that wild, virgin, luxuriant nacure
then!.... No, you are no longer che same now, you are not even as
you were when I came to know you” (x: 67). Such Iyrical apos-
trophes are out of character with the Bagrov who narrates Childhood
Years. Even 5o, the narmacors preseace is @ constant reminder of
time past, the reminiscing and controlling force in the novel
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The nartator plays one other important role. From time to time
he is allowed to make the kind of cosmic generalizations that, in
Childbved, are made by che authors voice. In Aksakov’ work these
‘general truchs are closely connected to matters being discussed and
are motivated quite clearly. Still, given Aksakov’s statement that
he wanted to avoid any semblance of preaching,  their presence is
somewhat surprising. It is also notable that such statements are
basically absent in A Family Chronicle and Menirs. Perhaps they
are used here to enhance che feeling of generality that Aksakov
‘wished to create: A Family Chronicle described a fairy-tale never-
‘never land chac had liccle connection to the real world; Memairs was
the record of an individual from whose lfe it would have been in-
appropriate to draw general inferences; Childbund Years, however,
‘was che story of "a child,” a represenative life. It s also possible
that there i a certain influence of Tolstoy here, although there is no
proof. In addition, general statements by the narrator are another
device used co show the difference between the child' perception
and the adults; once again, they serve to underscore the freshness of
the childs vision.

An inceresting example occurs when the child expresses his in-
dignation that his father did not discipline a certain Mironych (che
overseer of an estate owned by Aleksei Stepanovichs aund); chis
‘person seemed both cruel and venal to the child, but all the adults
felt that, since he did his job well and since anyone else in the same
position would probably be worse, he should remain in his post.
Later che narracor comments: “The wisdom of experience cannot be
comprehensible (o  child; voluntary concessions are incompatible
‘with the chasticy of his soul, and I was utterly incapable of accept-
ing the thought that Mironych could beat people without ceasing
o be a good man” (x: 303). The idea chat the childs soul is purer
than the adults is a standard component of the “happy child-
hood” myth. Tolstoy clearly borrowed the concept from Rousseau.
Aksakov might have gotcen it from Rousseau as well, alchough,
‘once again, the mediation of Tolscoy is possible.

Such narative intrusions are quite frequent in the novel. Some-
cimes chey even sound like avuncular advice to those parents who
‘might be reading. This is the case, for example, when the child
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(who had always been truthful) remembers how he once failed to
tell the whole truth to his mother. At the time he rationalized his
omission by citing an incident when his mother had specifically
requested him to withhold the whole truth. The narator then
adds: "Children are unusually recentive and, often, a word spoken
carelesslyin their presence can serve as encouragement for the kind
of action they would never have committed had they not heard the.
approving word” (1: 515).

Sometimes, the adult narracor provides a psychological analysis
of the actions of his former self. This is, of course, one of Tolstoy's
most common narracive techniques. Ircen'ev’s self-analysis can
ofcen completely engulf the child's memories; in fact, one fre-
quently suspects that the memory is recalled merely to provide
food for analysis. In Childbund Years the technique is used with re-
serve; analysis flows logically from memory and serves as an effec-
tive reminder of che time and space separating the adult narrator
from the child. The following passage describes the child's actions
while his grandfacher lies dying: “After dinner my cousins came
into the living room and I began, quite animatedly, to chatter and
0 ell chem all mannet of things. Unconsciously, I wished to sup-
press the constant presence of the thought of my grandfathers
death with empty conversation” (1: 387). The function of Bagrov’s
selfanalysis s to explain his former actions, not to judge them. He
notes the psychological cause and goes on with the narracion. It is
not an exercise in self-lagellation 2 la Irceniev. This difference s
undoubredly a function of the relative personalities of Tolstoy and
Aksakoy. Irtentev, like Tolstoy, is 2 young man not completely at
peace with himself. Psychological analysis reveals the darker sides
of his personality and destroys illusions. Through this destruction
he hopes to slough off the accumulated dross of civilization and to
find his true self. The reminiscing Bagrov, like his creator, is an
older man who is basically at peace with himself. He uses psycho-
Iogical analysis not co ear up his soul, but racher to explain feelings
and emotions that the child did not flly understand.

“Thus, the narcators voice (the voice of the older Bagrov) plays a
varied and active role throughout the novel: he corrects the child's
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‘misperceptions, analyzes his actions, and makes general state-
‘ments motivated by the childs memories. Given the narrator’
constant presence, it i a bit diffcult to imagine how readers and
critics have been able to say things like: “This is not a memoir
about the pas, but a story about events that unfold before our very
eyes. In other words, Aksakov does not reminisce—he makes the
reader a sort of contemporary and eyewitness of the episodes.” "
Such naive misreadings, which simply ignore the presence of
the narmacor (let alone the voice of che author) do  disservice ©
Childpond Years and to Aksakov. They help perpetuate the myth
that, while Aksakov may describe landscapes wonderfully, there is
noching literary about him. Cercainly, part of the novel's charm lies
in the freshness of the scenes presented by che child's unmediated
voice; nevertheless, chose scenes are shaped and made much more
effective by the constant interplay becween che voices of child, nar-
rator, and author.

Having established the presence of a complex patcern of voices
in che novel, I can turn to the dominant one, chat of the child, and
examine the linguistic and structural devices that make his part of
the narrative o fresh and memorable. Perhaps che best characteri-
zation of the child's voice s provided by the adult narracor. He de-
scribes why, 2s a child, he was able to impress his family with imi-
tions of a certain insane young man whom he had seen. He
desired “to pass on my impressions to others with the exacticude
and clarity of real life, 50 that the hearers would come to under-
stand the described things just as I myself did” (1: 432). How,
then, does the child's voice succeed in creaing the feeling of reality,
a feeling that all readers of the novel have remarked, but few have
attempred to explain?

First and foremost, the secret isin the quantity of detail. Where
Tolstoy, for example, will focus on a few images and bring them
out with the force almost of caricacure, Aksakov includes prac-
cically everything in his descriptions, without emphasizing spe-
cific elements, thercby imitating the child sponge-like ability o
absorb new scenes. The novel becomes a record not of what hap-
pened to the child or of what he did (because nothing particularly
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dramatic happens here, in opposition to the event-filled plot of A
Family Chronicl)but of what the child saw and remembered. The
unusually tactile quality of young Bagrovs descriptions gives them
the illusion of photographic realty. Here, for example, is his de-
piction of a river-bank landscape:

The bird-cherees, thick as logs, were covered with already darkening
fruit; the bushes of ripe black currants diffused their aromatic smell
chrough che air; che fexible, sticky stems of blackberrics, covered
with big, sill-geeen berrics, wrapped themselves around everyehing
chat chey touched; chere were even lotsof raspberrie. (1: 286)

Every tree and bush is given a name. The reader is so immersed in
the wood chat he can practically taste the berries.

‘Another example of the childs narrative abilicy can be seen in
the following description of falconing. Once again, the effect of
‘phorographic accuracy s achieved by piling up detail. The present
tense s used here, creating che illusion of a moving picture. This is
appropriate for the action of the hunt, as opposed to the seilllfe of
che berry patch:

Lloved everyching sbout the hunc: the way the dog, having scented
che trail of the quail, begins to get excited, wags his wil, snorts and
presses her nose right o the ground; the way she gets ever more ex-
cited as she approaches the bird; the way the hunter, himself excited,
holding his hawk on his raised right hand and holding back his dog on
the leash with his lefc hand, whistling, almost runs afte her. (1: 422)

e is in passages like these tha the influence of Aksakov's earlier
‘works on hunting and fishing can be fet. In his nonfictional work
he had honed a tyle of writing that was perfect or such et pieces.
However, in the earlier works, such scenes sometimes had a lighely
pedantic natural-historical tone. Here, in the mouth of the child,
they seem fresher because the autobiographical form encourages
the reader to experience the scene not as the description of a well-
known sight, but as a newly discovered world viewed for the
firt time.

Noti the child' keen glance focused exclusively on nature. His
curiosity is piqued by everything around him, by books, for ex-
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ample, and by the peasants in che field. When young Bagrov is
taken to see the peasans threshing buckwheat, he describes the
scene with his usual concern for deal:

A dhreshing-floor, swept smooth, had been cleared on one of the plots:
‘more than thircy fiails went back and forth across a tall pile of buck-
‘wheat stalks. In amazement, | watched chis work, which I had never
seen, or a long while. I was enrapeured by the harmony and dextericy
of the quick, measurcd blows. The fals shimmered, rising and fall-
ing one beside another, never becoming entangled; meanwhile, the
‘peasan women di no seand in one place—firstthey moved forward,
chen stepped back. (1: 426-27)

Itis ineresting that the picture as seen by the child is interrupted
by the narrator, who mentions the fact that che child was seeing
the work for the firse cime. As | mentioned earlce, his i one of the
nasrator’s most common tropes; here it focuses the reader's atten-
tion on the child viewing the threshing, not simply on the process
iself.”

Thus, behind the seemingly smooth and effocless narration of
Aksakovs novel, there turns ou to be a complicated interplay of
oices. Taken together, these voices simulcancously create the ilu-
sion of a world seen chrough a child' eyes and call our actention to
the discance becween the childs world and that of the adult nar-
rator. The novel’s structure also scems simple a firs glance. It ap-
pears that the narrator sticks to chronological order, speaking
about chose people and events chat interested him or shaped
his life. Behind the chronological facade, however, is a carefully
‘modulaced and seructured text based on sparial and personal con-
erast (primarily on binary oppositions like city/country, mother/
facher) and cemporal continuity (che rhythmic flow of the seasons,
the cycles of life from birch to death). These spaial and temporal
worlds are bound together by the image of the road.

Of course, the comparison oflfe with a oad is one oflieracure’s
oldest and most hackneyed metaphors; Aksakov, however, re-
vicalizes the image by using it both literally and metaphoricaly.
The road s important in and of iself. This is apparent from the
very beginning of the novel when Bagrov recalls his earliest child-
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hood memories. He was a weak and sickly child but, for some rea-
son, felt betcer ina moving carriage. He says: “Having noriced that
the road seemed to do me good, my mother constantly went out
driving with me” (x: 269). It was during one of these drives that he
began to feel stronger, and Bagrov credics the road for saving his
life. As is often the case in Childbood Years, personal experience
motivates & general statement of Truch: “The miraculous healing
power of the road cannot be doubred. I have known many people,
for whom doctors had given up hope, who are indebred to it for
theit recovery” (1: 271).

‘Although the influence of the road on Bagrovs lfe is apparent
from che stare of the novel, its importance is emphasized ac the
beginning of the fifth chapter, entitled “The Road from Parashino
t0 Bagrowo.” The chapter begins with a hymn in praise of the road,,
‘whose elevated style and syntax is unusual for this work. Both
in theme and style one can discern the shadow of N. V. Gogol,
Aksakovs friend and literary idol:"

“The road is an amazing thing! Its power is irresistible, calming and
healing. It tears a person away from his surroundings (be they nice or
even be they unpleasant), away from the many things that conscantly
distract him, away from the constantly varied flow of ife. It concen-
crates his choughts and feclings within the small world of his equi-
page, acfirs directing his atcention t0 himself, chen to memorics of
the past and, finally, o his dreams and hopes fo the future. (1: 302)

‘The road serves not only as a symbolic path connecting one time.
and place to another, but s the source of inspiration for sel
contemplation and memories: i is at the root of the autobiograpl
cal process itself. The road both circumscribes the boundaries of
the young Bagrovs licele world and allows him to retrieve his
memories. Although the physical distance is the same each time
that he road is traveled (i.c., it forms a straighe line through
space), in terms of time it describes a spiral, moving through the
years of his life and connecting the adult narracor to the child.
Even without the pancgyric to the road, the imporcance of the
ravel motif in Childhood Years would be obvious from a reading of
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the eable of contents. Of the novels cwenty chapers, seven are con-
cerned specifically with journeys. They have names like “The
Winter Road to Bagrovo,” “A Summer Trip to Churasovo,” and
“The Autumn Road to Bagrovo.” From the itles it isalso clear that
the time of year when che crips take place is crucial, These differ-
ences ensure variety in the landscapes described and allow the child
10 observe, and the reader to appreciate, the natural flow of the
seasons. In addicion, journeys undercaken at the same season a
‘number of years apart allow the child to measure his slow but
steady development. Thus, for example, describing his second
‘mid-summer trip from Ufa to Bagrovo, the narrator says: “We lefc
Ufa at about the same date as two years before. . . . For a second
time my soul drank in the same pleasant impressions; while they
‘werenit 5o new and fresh and didn't amaze me as much as the frst
time, now | understood them more clearly and felt them more
deeply” (x: 414). The repecicion of the journey allows che narracor
to notice changes, both internal and external, and o express them
in 2 completely natural and seemingly artless way.

Nor are the childs renewed perceptions connected only o the
natural world. Upon arriving back in the city, he rereads his old
books: “Tunderstood much that wasin them more clearly than be-
fore. 1 even saw things that I had completely missed earlier and,
therefore, in part, the books scemed new to me” (1: 401). The im-
pression of novelty evoked by the childs ability to see diflerenc
things each time he passes a certain landmark or milestone is the
foundation for the characteristic and unusual structure of the novel.
Instead of presenting one completely new scene afer another (as
Tolstoy does in the trilogy and as s traditional for autobiography),
Aksakov presents a few simple scenes time and again (city occupa-
tions, field work, fishing, ecc.) and makes hem seem fresh each
time by allowing the child narrator to discover more and more in
them. The child uncovers the world as he journeys through it, and
che reader can follow his progress and compare it to his or her own
childhood experience.

Physically, the road is the connecting link between the provin-
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cial city of Ufa and various country estates. The contrase between
sural and urban, becween the pacriarchal Russian estate and the
more Westernized city, is quite significant for nineceenth-century
‘Russian lierature in general. For gentry pseudo-autobiography and
autobiography, it i perhaps the central theme. Tolscoy’ Ircenfev,
for example, spends his carlist years on the estate. He does not
begin to norice the painful conficts wichin himself and society un-
til he s uprooted from the quiet country way oflife. His tortured
self-analysis is connected mostly o city lfe; conversely, in the
country he generall finds peace and solace. In Childbood Years the.
contrast berween city and country is externalized and is observed
by the child as a conflce becween che personalicies and preferences.
of his parents.

‘Contemporary readers already “knew” Bagrovs parents from the
descriptions in A Family Chroicle. There the reader was introduced
0 Sof'ia Nikokaevna, the well-educared daughter of a provincial
judge and the jewel of Ufa sociecy, and her husband, the councry
‘bon and bred, unpolished son of Stepan Mikhailovich. In A Fam-
ily Chromicle, however, Aksakov’s choice of a third-person narrator
forced him t0 illuminate cheir misunderstandings from the out-
side, concencracing on illustrating their mutual incomprehension
through cheir reactions to various events and sicuations. Thus, we
observe Sof ia Nikolaevnas despair at her fiancé’ inability to con-
form to the laws of “good” behavior. On the other hand, we sec
Aleksei Stepanovich annoyed when his wife stirs up trouble in the
family. However, the realextent of the gulf separating them is noc
clear in A Family Chronicle. Both Sof ia Nikolaevna and Aleksei
Stepanovich are firmly in the camp ofthe good fairy-tale characters.
and, although they can have misunderstandings, nothing can
stand in the way of their happiness. In Childiud Years things are
quite differenc. The first-person narration fiters their conflict
through the consciousness of the naive child. As he begins to
understand himself, he gradually comes to understand his parents
as well.

As 2 young boy, Bagrov fele more a¢ home in the city; arriving
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back in Ufa after his first, unpleasant stay in the country, he
sensed, “an indescribable joy and then a alm assurance when I felc
‘myself transported to complecely different people, when I saw dif-
ferent faces and heard different accents and voices” (1: 332). In Ufa
all of Bagrovs attention is turned to his mother. He watches
eagerly as she bakes her famous almond torte. As in his descrip-
tions of nature, every detail is lovingly described; che reader can
almost figure out the recipe. He waits eagerly to hear the guests
praise the torte: "I was exultant and couldritsit quiecly in my high-
chair. 1 would always whisper in the ear o the guest itcing next to
me that mama had done it all herself” (1: 334). For as long as the
family stays in Ufa, Aleksei Stepanovich is a shadowy figure,
hardly penetrating Sergei’ consciousness. Indeed, the fachers only
appearance in the first chapter describing city life occurs when he
describes some new land he has acquired in the country. His de-
scriptions, according to Sergei, “carried me away and 50 fired my
imagination that I even raved about the sublime new land in the
night!” (1: 340).

"As so0n a the family leaves the city, the mother retreats into the
background. Through their common love for nature, Sergei and
his facher forge new ties. The bond with his mother weakens. For
example, the boy becomes passionately involved with fishing and,
‘nacurally, wants to cll his mother about his exploits. To his disap-
pointment she appreciaes neicher his scories nor the pail of fresh
fish. Headds witha sigh, "Alas, our fish did not make the slightest
impression on my mother” (1: 359). As he appreciates and under-
scands the world around him betcer, he begis, as it were, t0 out-
grow his mother. Itis not that he loves he less; he simply realizes
that whole areas of experience are closed to her. Despite his fathers
assurances that everything will be quite innocent, his mother will
not let him see the reopening of the mill, claiming chat he will be
exposed (o the peasants’ unseemly behavior chere. Sergei says, I
couldn' help believing my mother, but I wanted o believe my
father more” (1: 4853).

Evencually he comes to judge his mother, at least her actitude
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toward narure and the world of the estate. A particulacly telling
scene takes place when the mother comes to visic che litele island
‘where Sergei often goes to fish:

At irst she lked it and she had them bring che big leacher blanket s0
tha she could sit on it on che riverbank. She never sat right in the
high grass, saying chat ic was damp and there were millions of bugs
that would craw right up on you. . . . Weall st down on it, but, I
donic know why, such a cautious and artifcial approach o nature
dampened my ardor and I didsit have nearly as much fun as | usually
did alone with my sister or my aun. (x: 489-90)

The way these judgments are expressed illustrates the advantages
of the pseudo-autobiography. The real autobiographer, looking
back from his present vantage point, must judge openly. He can-
not precend not t0 understand something that is now obvious.
When he wants to express his past view he must make it clear that
he is speaking from his past self. In the novel, by exploiting the
childs incomprehension, che judgment can be made more subly.
Aksakov makes us feel the boy’s bewilderment. The effect of the
‘mothers presence on the boy’s perception of the world shows us
tha she is wrong, but it is up to the reader to make the judgment.
The narrator does not judge her and the boy simply doesnic under-
stand why he feels the way he does.

In addition o themes connected with the road, another struc-
tunally important constellation of motifs surrounds the actions of
reading and storytelling. Since che pseudo-autobiography is al-
ways, at least implicitly, the autobiography of a writer, it is not
surprising that themes like creativity, imagination, and the liter-
ary tradition appear frequently. Thisis th cas even when the nar-
rator does not say that he is himself a writer (1 is the case in both
Aksakov’s novel and in Tolstoy’s tilogy). In the cwentieth century,
the narator’ vocation s a writer will often play a crucial role; here,
however, literary themesare presentand important, but not central.

1 have already mentioned the child’ retelling of the stories from
Anabian Nights and his attemps to portray realistically the speech
and gestures of an insane man. These are not isolated incidents; the
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childs propensity for imaginative story-telling is a conscancly re-
curring theme. When he and his ister ae Ief alone a cheie grand-
parents’house, he amuses her by relating “various adventures that |
had never had. Events chat I had heard about or read in books
served as some kind of basis or model for them” (1: 321). As he
grows older, Bagrovs creative approach to the licerary cradition
temains unchanged; he simply begins to transform serious litera-
ture. Most amusing is his reworking of M. M. Kheraskovs poem
“Rossiiada’: “I usually read with such burning sympathy, my
imagination reproduced my favorite characters—Mitislavsky,
Kurbsky, and Paletsky—with such vividness that [ seemed to have
seen them and to have known them fora long time; in great detail
exphained what they did before and after batcle, how the tsar asked
cheir advice, how he chanked them for their brave deeds, erc., ecc.”
(1: 375).

Bagrovs parents’ reaction o his licerary achievements is one
‘more llustration of the differences that separate them. The naive
Aleksei Stepanovich, unable o distinguish between creativity in
the world ofliterature and in real lif, ears that his son is becoming
a liar. Sof'ia Nikolaevna assures him that there is nothing wrong
with Sergei’ imaginative flights, but, ever mindful of social pro-
priecy, she forbids the child “ro tell guests about the domestic life
Of Paletsky, Kurbsky, and Mislavsky” (1: 375). Books and licera-
cure provide one more level on which the conflict between the
‘motherand father is worked out. Whenever Bagrov isin the city o
is forced inside, he reads greedily and with pleasure. As soon as he
can gooout fishing or wandering in the country, however, his books
are forgotten complecely. Still, licerarure i clearly in his blood,
and che reader is not surprised that Bagrov could grow up to be an
autobiographer.

While Childbood Years does indeed form the middle link of
Aksakovs biographical/autobiographical trilogy, there are good
reasons why he chose to write it as 2 work of fiction. Most impor-
tant, the pseudo-autobiographical form allowed him to distance
himself from his own life. Like Tolscoy, Aksakov found ic difficul
<o write about himself direcely. This s atested to in a leteer writ-
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ten while he was beginning work on Childbood Years: “I'm giving
in to the general desire to learn how the young Bagrovs will begin
their own life, although this is very difficult and ticklish for me.”*
He never hid from his friends the fact that Childhood Years was au-
tobiographically based.” He did, however, insist that it was “an
artistic reworking” of his childhood and wanted it to be read as
such. He realized full well that readers would never notice any-
thing except facts in an autobiography and hoped that they would
not neglect the literary qualities of Childbood Years.

Aksakov went to great lengths to make his novel not metely the
story of his own life, but that of a Russian gencry child. Quite con-
sciously he structured the novel differently from his previous work.
The pseudo-autobiographical form was used because it retained the
immediacy of autobiography while allowing the writer the free-
dom to construct a well-balanced and generalized picture from the
raw autobiographical material. In fact, however, Russian readers
never really did perceive Childbood Years as a novel. Although
it was recognized as having artistic meri, Aksakov’ final work
was simply considered an autobiography. Thus, for the Russian
literary tradition, Tolstoy’s trilogy became the model pseudo-
autobiography (the work that had to be taken into account by
others who wished to write in the genre) while Aksakov's was
underrated.

By a strange paradox, however, the Russian misreading of
Aksakov led to his great popularity among gentry autobiographers.
Autobiographers evidently found Tolstoy’s exclusive concern with
Irten'ev too restrictive. Although they borrowed Tolstoy's child-
hood myths (myths that, for the most part, Aksakov believed inas
well), they turned to Aksakov when they wrote their own life his-
tories. Because they ignored the generic differences separating the
three volumes of Aksakov's “trilogy,” they were able to see it as
an organically connected family and personal saga. In the end it
was Aksakov, not Tolstoy, who provided the basic model for the
genery autobiographies that were written in Russia up until the
Revolution.

Chapter Three
[£S]

Canonizing the Myths of
Russian Gentry Childhood

With the appearance of Childhood and The Childbood Yearsof Bagrov's
Grandion, would-be Russian autobiographers had, for the firsc
time, well-known native literary models on which to base accounts
ofchildhood. There s plenty of evidence, both direct and indirect,
toindicate tha the pseudo-autobiographies of Tolstoy and Aksakov
did i face provide inspiration for future Russian aucobiographers.
Indeed, my analysis of Russian gentry accounts of childhood indi-
cates that practically all of them are indebted to Childbood and
Childbood Years.* To get some idea of the extent of the influence of
Tolstoy and Aksakov, one can start by looking at the number of
first-person accounts by gentry wricers cither wholly or parcially
devoted to childhood: before 1860 practically none were pub-
lished; between 1860 and 1916 there were more than thirty.*
Numbers alone, however, do not tell the whole story. It is far more
significant to note the frequency with which gentry autobiogra-
phers incorporated material borrowed from literary sources into
the framework of their autobiographies.

Evidently, when members of the gentry class recalled their
childhood, they projected their own memories onto patterns pro-
posed by Tolscoy and Aksakov. Indeed, it would be fair to say that
the pseudo-autobiographies of Tolstoy and Aksakov became the
source of a certain number of myths of Russian childhood. These
mychs range in scope from those governing the interpretation of
childhood as a whole (what I call the myth of the happy childhood)
to those concerning selected aspects of the child life (myths relac-
ing to mothers, fathers, servants, nature, etc.).
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It could be argued that the similarities I have noted between
gentry autobiographies and the literary works of Tolstoy and
Aksakov are accidental, the result of the fact that writers of both
fiction and nonfiction were describing the realities of Russian es-
tate life. There is undoubtedly some truth to chis assertion. The
Russian landed gentry were, in general, conservative, and there
was a certain unanimity in their child-rearing practices and cheir
attitudes toward their children. Gentry children did share many
experiences with their peers, and, in the course of chis chapter, 1
will discuss some of the most important ones. However, my claim
that there is a literary/mythological basis for Russian autobio-
graphical childhoods does no rest on the fact that many of them
depict similar incidents. Insead, I am concerned with the way
these incidents are interpreced and the language with which they
are described. Thus, while it is true that every gentry child grew
up surrounded by an army of serfs (or servants after emancipation),
this does not explain why every autobiographer assercs that rela-
tions becween his or her parents and their serfs were ideal. The es-
tates where gentry children grew up were in fact in the country-
side, bu this face fails to explain why almost all autobiographers
describe the natural surroundings of their childhood in arcadian
terms. Finally, the common-circumstances argument fails to ex-
plain the existence of a central myth linking all of these autobiogra-
phies: the myth of the happy childhood. The existence of shared
childhood experience can neither explain why practically all Rus-
sians felt that their childhoods were (or, at least, should have been)
happy, nor the fact that they expressed this feeling in remarkably
similar language.

What happened in the course of the sccond half of the nine-
teenth century was that the stories of childhood proposed by
Tolstoy and Aksakov became canonized in the Russian culcural
mind. Naturally, as the theme of childhood moved from works of
fiction (pseudo-autobiographies) to works of nonfiction (auto-
biographies), certain aspects of it were transformed. In general
terms, one could say that gentry autobiographies used the myths of
childhood that Tolstoy and Aksakov had proposed while ignoring
the formal ambiguity inherent in the pseudo-autobiography.*
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The canonization of myths of childhood derived from literary
texts was undoubtedly an ideological process. The Russian gentry
class was subject to constant pressure from below from the 1860's
through the Revolution. Members of other social classes (particu-
larly educated non-nobles, the so-called raznuchintsy) assercively de-
manded a share of social and political power. From the point of
view purely of intellccrual and administrative ability, it was, of
course, difficult to deny that the “new men and women' were the
equals of the gentry. If the gentry were to defend cheir position in
Russian society, it became extremely important for them to dis-
cover virtues that non-nobles did not possess. A gentry childhood,
which, according to the myths of Tolstoy and Aksakov, endowed a
person with certain positive principles that were recained for alife-
time, became just such a possession. Although ambitious “up-
starts” from among the raznachintsy could, and did, make up for
the deficiencies i their carly education, they could never close the
childhood gap. In asense, then, for many gentry autobiographers a
“proper” childhood became a substitute for the “blue blood” in
‘which the posicivist nineteenth century no longer belicved. Child-
hood eventually became a mark of class solidarity, a rallying point,
and a way to differentiate the gentry class from other classes.

The extent to which gentry autobiographers were consciously
aware of the ideology that underlies their autobiographies (not to
mention the literary origins of that ideology) is difficult to deter-
mine.” Sometimes acknowledged citations appear and the use of
licerary myths is clearly intentional. This was a particularly com-
mon tactic after the Revolution: émigré witers tried to prove that
theirs had been the only true Russian childhood and that, there-
fore, they were the legitimate heirs to the Russian cultural and so-
cial traditions. Their autobiographical reminiscences of childhood
paradise are conscious reworkings of earlier licerary models, and
they stand in opposition t0 a group of Soviet autobiographies in
which childhood is interpreted by means of a new set of myths
based, for the most part, on the work of Gorky. In at least some
works writcen before the Revolution, however, one suspects that
gentry writers projected their lives onto those of Ircenev and
Bagrov unconsciously. Most autobiographies were produced by




