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Don Quixote in Russia in the Eighteenth
and Nineteenth Centuries: The Problem
of Perception and Interpretation

Slav N. Gratchev

his study examines the problem of the perception of Don Quixote

in Russia in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By using
materials inaccessible to English-speaking scholars, | want to demon-
strate that this process of appropriation was a long and a complex one,
and there were specific reasons for that. The first modern novel, upon
arrival in Russia, received minimal attention and was perceived as a
simple, comical book; then, gradually, it started to gain significance.
The majority of the materials that are used throughout this text are
only available in Russian, are kept in the scientific libraries of Saint
Petersburg and Moscow, and have never been translated into English.
To facilitate reading this article, within the text [ use the English trans-
lations that I generated myself, but, to preserve the authenticity of the
text and give interested readers the opportunity to see or read the in-
formation in Russian, I included the original text in the endnotes.

The communication and interrelation between Spanish and Russian
literature have lasted for several centuries. At times the connection has
become weaker, at other times stronger, but never has it disappeared
completely. Throughout this period, which extends roughly between
the sixteenth and the nineteenth centuries, there were single instances
when the relationship between Spanish and Russian literatures was
becoming very intense, and we can admit that these interactions were
quite productive for both sides. The careful analysis of motives, forms,
and all possible aspects of this communication, even if studied only in
part, can be both revealing and productive for Spanish literary history
as well as for Russian.

A historic overview of the Spanish-Russian literary relationship will
give us abundant and interesting material for more concrete literary
analysis and for theoretical generalization and conclusions. These ma-
terials will show us the significant similarities in the historical develop-
ment of two countries that, despite being so far apart territorially and
culturally, have much in common. In fact, the Spanish-Muslim cultural
interrelations in the Middle Ages are in many ways reminiscent of the
Mongol Yoke' that spread over Russia and lasted for almost three cen-
turies. An understanding of these events then may help us explain later
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processes that took place in Russia and Spain once Arab and Mongol
dominations came to an end, particularly regarding the role of the so-
called exotic color in arts, in the transformation of literary genres, etc.

The history of Spanish-Russian literary connections also demon-
strates the multiplicity of forms of mediation that both literatures
have employed as they became acquainted with one another. Perhaps
due to the fact that the popularity of the Spanish language developed
in Russia relatively late and Spanish literature was known in Russia
mainly through mediocre translations from French and German sourc-
es, it must be admitted that the history of the Spanish-Russian liter-
ary relationship has not been studied in depth up to the present day.
Many aspects of the connections that are, in my opinion, of great im-
portance for both literatures have not yet received significant scholarly
attention. This could be one of the possible reasons why the deep and
multi-faceted influence that was exercised by Don Quixote on classical
Russian literature of the eighteenth and the nineteenth centuries, and
especially on Fyodor Dostoevky's novel The Idiot, has not been studied
as extensively as it should have been.

This study will not attempt to exhaust all questions related to this
matter, even within the limits of the more particular or specific ques-
tions that may arise while the study unfolds. Instead, what it does aim
to accomplish is marking the possible routes that perhaps would lead
us toward some generalizations and conclusions. At the very least,
this study aims to arouse scholarly interest in some key topics related
to Cervantes’s reception in Russia and the gradual transformation or,
more to the point, re-accentuation® of the image of Don Quixote during
the Russian literary renaissance.

Like many other things, Don Quixote was brought to Russia from
Europe by Peter the Great in 1716. It was brought not as a book but as
a small painting on a piece of carton made in the famous manufac-
tures of tapestry in Paris. That carton was created by Charles-Antoine
Coypel,® and it was one of the twenty-eight small paintings that in-
terpreted Cervantes’s book. Peter the Great was not a connoisseur of
literature but a collector of rarities, and he gladly took the interest-
ing painting and brought it to Russia together with many other things.
Although Peter the Great never got to read the book itself, he knew the
plot in general terms, and it is certain that Don Quixote made an im-
pression on the Russian tsar. While in the Netherlands, where Peter saw
the great number of windmills, he commented to Count Yaguzinsky,
the Russian diplomat: “There would be a lot of work for Don Kishot™
(Maykov 87).5

We know how the carton made it to Russia, but we do not know
how the book itself came to the country in the early eighteenth cen-
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tury. Most probably, some of Peter'’s numerous servants (who, by the
way, were very well-educated people even by the European standards),
knowing that the tsar showed an interest in it, purchased the book and
brought it to the country. In any case, after this longest trip, the doors
between Russiaand Europe came wide open, and this tremendously fa-
cilitated the cultural exchange. Of course, everything progressed very
slowly.

For that reason, the first literary commentary about Don Quixote as
a literary work appeared in Russia only in 1720 in an absolutely insig-
nificant book that today nobody would know, with the exception of a
few scholars who specialize in publications of early eighteenth-century
Russia. That book, titled Reasoning about the World,* was translated
from French.

In the book called Donkishot is described the fabled life of
some Spanish gentleman called Donkishot who, by riding
around the world, did many fantastic things worthy of laugh-
ter, and for every man who was humiliated or offended, always
entered alone into the fight. (qtd. in Pekarskiy 2: 488-89)7

It is easy to see that the initial perception of Don Quixote in Russia
was far from a serious one. The commentary that we read nicely ex-
emplified that Don Quixote was "some Spanish gentleman who did
many fantastic things worthy of laughter” The book was perceived
as a purely comical one that lacked any serious or philosophical con-
text. The protagonist, though, was given credit as a man who “entered
alone into the fight” for everyone who was offended or humiliated. As
it often happens, the initial perception is the most lasting one, and we
have to admit that, unfortunately, for the next one hundred years in
Russia, Don Quixote was never considered to be more than just a comi-
cal book, and the seriousness of the work was not acknowledged until
Ivan Turgenev’s famous speech “Hamlet and Don Quixote” in 1866, We
will discuss this rather important speech in due time.

The “discovery” of Don Quixote in Russia, according to Mikhail
Alekseev,® should be attributed to the Russian literary scholar Vasily
Trediakovsky.? Trediakovsky, of course, was not the first Russian to read
Don Quixote, but he was the first scholar who explicitly mentioned the
novel of Cervantes in an academic monograph. The monograph, how-
ever, examined Russian orthography, and a discussion of the literary
work of Cervantes was understandably outside of its scientific inquiry.
Nevertheless, in this book titled Conversations about Orthography,*©
published in 1747, Trediakovsky draws our the attention to the unusual
traits of the conversation that takes place between Don Quixote and
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Sancho Panza and claims that it should be viewed as a model of any
natural conversation.

The conversation has to be natural; exactly that happened be-
tween the knight errant Don Quixote and his squire Sancho
Panza. (Trediakovsky 3: 301)"

It is certainly interesting that Trediakovsky, while talking about
natural conversation in the process of communication, attributed this
phenomenon specifically to Don Quixote. It is certain that this severe
classicist read the book of Cervantes with utmost attention, and there
are reasons to suggest that, most likely, he read it in Spanish. As a bril-
liant linguist, Trediakovsky would never have passed such a judgment
on Cervantes’s unusual art of dialogue if he had read the book using a
translation. By the way, the very first terribly abridged translation (The
book contained only 27 chapters out of the 126 written by Cervantes!)
appeared in Russia in 1769 when Trediakovsky was already dead. Thus,
the probability of Trediakovsky reading Cervantes in Spanish is so high
that it allows us to suggest that Trediakovsky was, in fact, the very first
Russian to read Don Quixote in Spanish.

There must have been some gpecific tools or some literary device
that was previously unknown in literature, which Cervantes conscious-
ly (or subconsciously) deployed in Don Quixote and which created the
notion of the natural conversation. For Trediakovsky, that type of a
conversation not only became a model but also ensured the wholeness
of the main character that “guaranteed the inner connection of the
constituent elements of the person” (Bakhtin 1). Nonetheless, as the
main focus of Trediakovsky's book was still Russian orthography, any
detailed commentary on Cervantes’s work simply fell outside the scope
of his academic inquiry.

Another Russian intellectual, writer, and poet, Alexander
Sumarokov,” in his article About reading novels,? made an interest-
ing comment about Don Quixote that revealed not only his familiar-
ity with the novel but also a good understanding of its literary value.

In many novels that weigh one pud* there will be less than
one pound of spirits, and the reading of them will consume
lots of time and be useless, rather than useful. I rule out
Telemakus> and Donkishot and the handful of other worthy
novels. (Sumarokov 374-75)'

While reading the Diary of Katherine the Great’s secretary, Aleksey
Khrapovitsky,” we find that the Russian Empress, famous not only for
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her wide intelligence and keen interest in literature but also for her
unprecedented correspondence with the brightest minds of the eigh-
teenth century—Voltaire, Rousseau, and Diderot—expressed “not just
a superficial interest to Don Quixote but ordered to make an extensive
list of all proverbs and sayings by Sancho Panza” (Khrapovitsky 158).
It is also possible to suggest that under the influence of reading Don
Quixote, Katherine wrote the play “The Fairy Tale about Poor Knight
Kosometovitch,” which was staged in Saint Petersburg’s Italian Opera
Theatre in 1789 in the form of the opera buffa, or “comic opera.” It is
also worth noting that the music to this opera was composed by the
Spanish composer Vicente Martin Y Soler.

Although we do not have any documented comments made by
Katherine the Great about Don Quixote, we know for a fact that the
Russian tsarina always was a keen reader and often wanted to imitate
something that she especially liked, and the fact that she wrote a play
that is reminiscent of much of the first six chapters of Don Quixote tells
us that she read Cervantes with considerable attention.

As the eighteenth century was coming to an end, the perception
of Don Quixote was changing, too, and the array of opinions is strik-
ingly wide: some praise Don Quixote; others call him a “fool” In one
of the odes of the poet Gavrila Derzhavin,” Don Quixote is viewed
as someone who wastes himself while trying to preserve something
that is not worth preserving. In fact, in this ode Derzhavin introduced
into Russian language a new word—donkishotstvovat (“live and act
like Don Quixote”). In so doing, he, unfortunately, started a tradition
that lasted a long time: Don Quixote was viewed as a funny guy who
decided to spend his life traveling and doing unnecessary and funny
things, like the fight with the windmills. Interestingly enough, even
today, the Russian language conserves the initial meaning of the word
donkishotstvovat, which has a separate life from its protagonist: while
Don Quixote nowadays is treated more like a hero who would always
be faithful to his high ideals, the word has a negative connotation and
is normally applied to an unworthy person. Thus, thanks to Derzhavin,
the verb donkishotstvovat in Russian language for a long time acquired
quite a negative connotation.

Not too fond of masquerades,

And to the club will place your foot,

You Keep the practices, the rituals,

And do not donkishotstvuesh . . . ** (Derzhavin 19)*

Mikhail Lomonosov®* instead read Don Quixote with a great deal
of thought and scientific curiosity. Although Lomonosov was primar-
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ily a natural scientist, he was a polymath and had a natural interest
in anything unusual or outstanding. For this reason, Lomonosov cer-
tainly read Don Quixote more like Trediakovsky. As Lomonosov was
notable to read the novel in Spanish—he had no knowledge of this still
quite exotic European language—he read it in German. We know that
Lomonosov purchased this book while studying in Germany in 1761
when he was still a student, and Don Quixote remained in his personal
library thereafter. It is unfortunate, but history has not preserved for us
any of Lomonosov’s reactions to the book; however, at approximately
the same time (1761), Lomonosov decided to study the Spanish lan-
guage. Whether the reading of Cervantes was a primary catalyst of this
decision, or whether it was something else, we do not know with cer-
tainty, but Lomonosov in his Grammar of the Russian Language char-
acterized the Spanish language as the most powerful of all European
languages, and he compared Spanish to Russian in its richness of vo-
cabulary and expressive power.»

The divergence of opinions about Don Quixote prevailed for the
rest of the eighteenth century. It is interesting to see, after we analyze
those opinions, that there is a certain tendency: in the eighteenth cen-
tury, the century of the Enlightenment, the positive opinions about the
book were always rendered by the scientists, or by scholars, while men
of literature were not giving the book too much credit. [ will not try to
explain this phenomenon here; [ simply want to bring it to the atten-
tion of my readers because there will be a series of articles that will talk
about the perception of Don Quixote in Russia in the twentieth century
and in the beginning of the twenty-first century, which was drastically
different.

The poet Ivan Krylov,* after reading the book, immediately called
Don Quixote a “fool” (Krylov 3: 335) and did it on numerous occasions,
while the historian Nikolay Karamzin® described Don Quixote in very
romantic terms. In fact, it is unusual to see what kind of sentimental
memories Don Quixote was able to evoke in the old man and the of-
ficial Historian of the Russian tsar. And it is even more unusual to read
such a testimony from the scholar whose job is to record facts, not to
be sentimental about the novel.

... and all these fairy tales in my childhood were making me a
Don Quixote. . . . I waved sword a few times through the black
air and returned to my room, thinking that my feat was pretty
important. Oh this sweet childhood! Who does not thinks of
it without pleasure? (Karamzin 157)
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At the end of the eighteenth century, Europe was living though se-
rious turmoil; while some countries were going into decline (Spain),
others were rising to dominance (France). No one yet knew that this
dominance would cost French people hundreds of thousands of their
own citizens (just enough to remember Maximillian Robespierre with
his infamous “pity is treason”) and then would cost Europe another
two million human lives. In response to these turbulent times, Nikolay
Karamzin wrote the following in one of his letters:

I live, my dear friend, in the village with books and nature,
but I am often extremely restless in my heart. Those terrible
events in Europe concern my soul. Call me Don Quixote, but
this glorious knight could not love his Dulcinea more passion-
ately than I love Mankind! (Karamzin 157)*

The more the famous Russian historian spends time “with books
and nature,” the more he finds himself fascinated with the book of
Cervantes. It is somewhat symbolic that in Karamzin’s mind, the mind
of the historian, the book of Cervantes is so tightly connected with the
meaning of democracy and its successful establishment in Spain.

The history of Spain is very curious.  am afraid only of phrases
and blood. The Constitution of Cortes is a pure democracy. If
they arrange the state, then I promise to walk to Madrid, and
on the way there I will take with me Don Quixote. (Karamzin
210)®

The nineteenth century in Russia started with the short and highly
controversial ruling of Emperor Pavel I, the son of Katherine the Great.
While the aristocracy was happy with the reign of Katherine, now the
mood changed: Pavel was hated by all his subjects for his eccentric
behavior and extremely strange ideas. For that reason, Pavel soon re-
ceived a nickname—"the crowned Don Quixote”—that was intended
to characterize his absurd nature.

He is a sort of Don Quixote, very inconsistent and very stub-
born, who wants only to satisty his own vanity. (Valishevsky
449)*

It is certainly reasonable to suggest that the perception of Don
Quixote in Russia in the beginning of the nineteenth century was
highly polarized, and it is interesting to see how quickly Don Quixote
the “glorious knight” could become a “very inconsistent and very stub-
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born” gentleman who wanted “to satisfy his own vanity.” What seems
obvious is that the opinion of the Russian intelligentsia about Don
Quixote was far from being definitely formed.

It is rather symbolic that Pavel, while traveling throughout Western
Europe in 1782, received the exact same present from the French court
as did his great-grandfather, Peter the Great, sixty years before: four
tapestries from the series “The History of Don Quixote” by Coypel.
Pavel brought them to Russia and placed them in his favorite summer
residence, where visitors can still see them today. It is reasonable to
make the same kind of suggestion of Pavel, that he was certainly closely
familiar with the story of Don Quixote since he made an effort to bring
those sizable tapestries to Russia. The fact that Pavel placed them in
his own residence, where he tended to spend a considerable amount of
time reading and contemplating, leaves us with the impression that he
definitely valued the idea of the knight who alone dared to challenge
the entire world order. Perhaps Pavel was even comparing himself with
Don Quixote, as he also decided to challenge the order that was estab-
lished by his mother, Katherine the Great. What we know for a fact
is that Pavel was not naive and knew perfectly well that he was hated
by Russian aristocrats and that they were preparing to overthrow him.
Nonetheless, he continued to do what he had decided to do until he
was brutally murdered in his own room in 1801,

As the nineteenth century progressed, the perception of Don
Quixote continued to develop, but, as before, this viewpoint could not
be considered fully formed. I see that as a very good sign: the name
of Don Quixote, although it still experienced the fate of transforma-
tion del nome proprio al nome comune, was already widely known in
Russia, and his fame was comparable with that of Don Juan, the only
Spaniard who enjoyed major popularity in Russia during the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries.

Another interesting Russian intellectual, Nikolay Turgenev® (not to
be confused with Ivan Turgeney, the famous novelist of the mid-nine-
teenth century), noted in his diary about Don Quixote:

And I live all alone, do not go anywhere, and do not get bored
any more . . . [tis10:30. It's time to read Donkishota, whom the
writer makes so crazy that sometimes he seems unnatural to
me and, therefore, [ do not like him. (245)*

Nikolay Turgenev is certainly puzzled by Don Quixote; passing quiet
time in the country, away from the madding crowd, Turgenev feels that
there is much more in the personality of the hero who is written to
appear ‘so crazy’ that he is unlikeable. Nevertheless, a few lines down,
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we read just the opposite; yes, it seems that Don Quixote is still quite
foreign to his Russian soul, but he certainly enjoys reading Cervantes.

It was not a small pleasure when I, at twelve o'clock, lit a ciga-
rette and lay down in bed to read Don Quixote. (265)*

Without a doubt, the deepest understanding and appreciation of
Don Quixote as a literary character, and of the novel’s place and para-
mount importance in Russia, comes from Vissarion Belinsky,? by far
the most prominent literary critic on the literary horizon of the early
nineteenth century and a contemporary of Alexander Pushkin,
Nikolay Gogol,*» and Mikhail Lermontov.*® Long before Bakhtin wrote
his theory of a novel, Belinsky wrote:

The infancy of the ancient world was over; belief in gods and
miracles died; the spirit of heroism disappeared; the age of real
life had come when a poem could turn into a novel. (Belinsky
1: 265)%7

The attention of the most influential and the most Westernized lit-
erary critic was, of course, not so much on the novel as on Don Quixote,
which, because of Belinsky, acquired a new literary life in Russia:

Finally, in the fifteenth century the final reform of the art was
perfected: Cervantes killed by his incomparable Don Quixote
the pseudo-ideal poetry. (Belinsky 3: 481)%®

One hundred and fifty years later, Mikhail Bakhtin wrote in his
Novelistic Discourse:

And there arrived on the scene, at least, the great Renaissance
novel—the novels of Rabelais and Cervantes. It is precisely in
these two works that the novelistic word . . . revealed its full
potential and began to play such a titanic role in the formula-
tion of a new literary and linguistic consciousness (Dialogic
Imagination 80).

It is the phrase “at last” that makes it clear, notes Mancing in his
“Don Quixote and Bakhtin's Two Stylistic Lines of the Novel,” that up
to that point everything had been just a preparation for the novel to
appear and that this novel had finally “arrived.”

In the meantime, Belinsky, at the dawn of the nineteenth century,
continued to influence the opinions of Russia’s literary circles about
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the importance of the great novel. Slowly but surely, the percep-
tion and interpretation was beginning to change: “Now I finish Don
Quixote of Cervantes. It is a work of genius!” (Belinsky 6: 33).2 Thisisa
letter to Mikhail Bakunin® in which, among other things, the theme of
Cervantes occupies a significant place:

I am funnier than Don Quixote: He at least sincerely believed
that he was a knight that he was fighting with giants and not
with windmills; that his ugly and fat Dulcinea was a beauty;
but I know that I'm not a knight but crazy—and 1 am still chiv-
alrous in that [ fight with windmills, and I am still fighting; in
that my Dulcinea (life) is ugly and vile, and 1 still love her, in
spite of common sense and all the evidence. (Belinsky 6: 35)#

No one, probably even up to the present day, understood and ex-
plained the idea of Cervantes better than Belinsky. His wide knowl-
edge of world literature enabled him to compare and contrast things
that others would not even think to evaluate, such as Don Quixote and
the tradition of the English historical novel, the father of which is tra-
ditionally considered to be Sir Walter Scott. In his letter to Mikhail
Zagoskin,* Belinsky was characteristically exhaustive in the depth and
scholarly intuition of his treatment of the novel.

Cervantes long before Walter Scott wrote a historical novel. .
.. the creative, artistic element of his spirit was so strong that
it won over rationality. . . . His Don Quixote is not a caricature
but a character, full of truth and alien to any exaggeration. He
is not abstract but absolutely alive. The idea of Don Quixote
does not belong to the time of Cervantes; it is the eternal idea.
... Don Quixote was possible since both were human societ-
ies, and will be possible as long as people do not flee to the
forests. (Belinsky 9: 79-80)#

In his analysis of Don Quixote, Belinsky goes as far as to ascertain
what made Cervantes’s novel eternal; it was novel without national
boundaries and time:

Everyone has a little Don Quixote inside; but most of all,
people who become Don Quixotes are people with a flaming
imagination, a loving soul, and a noble heart. . . . True, Don
Quixote can be found only among remarkable people. But the
important thing is that they have always been, they are, and
they will be. This is an eternal type, this is an idea that always
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embodies in itself thousands of different types and forms,
according to the spirit and the character of a century, or the
country. (Belinsky: 137)44

The word “idea” makes it clear that Belinsky reads, perceives, and in-
terprets Don Quixote differently from the majority of literary critics of
his time who could see in Don Quixote no more than a comic character,
or some kind of a buffoon:

A Spanish gentleman called Don Quixote, who by going
through many lands was able to do many deeds worthy of
laughter and many fantastic things, stood up and fought alone
for every man, who, in his opinion, was offended.” (Pekarsky,
488)45

What was it that Belinsky saw in the novel that others were not able
to see? The presence of the “idea” is what, in Belinsky’s opinion, makes
this novel so different from others, and makes it universally interna-
tional. Eight hundred pages where the “idea” breathes and lives is, in
fact, off limits. This novel is the entire continent, the entire globe, and
all our civilization; this is the novel’s real stage, and if “the world were
to come to an end, and the man were asked: ‘Did you understand your
life on earth, and what conclusion have you drawn from it? And the
man could silently hand over Don Quixote. Such is my inference from
life.—Can you condemn me for it?” (Dostoevsky, Diary of a Writer, vol.
1260)

So the dignity of Cervantes’s novel—the idea: the idea made
this poetic work an eternal masterpiece that will never die and
never age. This idea is why, despite its Spanish names and cus-
toms, people of all nations and all ages now read and will con-
tinue to read Don Quixote. (Belinsky 12: 76)%

The prestige of Belinsky in the Russian literary world at the begin-
ning of nineteenth century was so high that popular opinion about
Cervantes’s novel and its character gradually started to change. Of
course, it was not just for Belinsky: the people of Russian literary so-
ciety were becoming more and more sophisticated. They started to
travel, and quality translations of Don Quixote started to become avail-
able in Russia.

The first adequate translation of Don Quixote into Russian was
completed by Konstantin Masalsky in 1838. It is interesting to note that
the translation appeared almost simultaneously with Belinsky’s notes
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on Don Quixote, although Masalsky could have been acquainted with
many of these notes via private correspondence with Belinsky. But it
was Masalsky, scholar and translator at the same time, who wrote the
first literary study about Don Quixote. His book, The Don Quixote of
the Nineteenth Century,# continued influencing the new perception
of Cervantes’s novel and certainly played a role in its interpretation.
As Mancing indicates, “It is the earliest indication of what constitutes
Bakhtin's concept of the novel and suggests how and why Don Quixote
might have begun to acquire particular significance” (151).

It is worth noting that Masalsky’s translation was for the first time
made directly from Spanish rather than from German or French.
Although it was far superior to all previous translations, it was still quite
incomplete, and the reasons for the abridgements made by Masalsky
remain unknown to us.

It is not then so surprising that many educated and well-travelled
Russian writers, including Ivan Turgenev, were not happy with read-
ing the available translation and were planning to make another,
better one:

And this winter I will start the translation of Don Quixote, for
which I have been preparing a long time; I have continually
read and re-read this immortal novel. Cervantes became for
me what is, probably, Pushkin for you.#® (2: 243)%

Thus, from Belinsky who initiated the tradition in Russian liter-
ary criticism of interpreting Don Quixote primarily as a knight of
the idea, it has become customary for Russian literary critics to refer
to Don Quixote as such. Of course, the development of the percep-
tion of Cervantes’s hero acquired new, sometimes positive and some-
times negative connotations. In the ideological and literary clashes,
the words “Don Quixote” or “Donkishotstvo” were used as a political
metaphor, often to debunk the opponents’ credibility. While one critic
called “Don Quixote” the champion of social reform in Russia, another
one put the same sticker on all Slavophiles; while some reflected on
“Don Quixotes of the revolution,” seeing in them the tragic image of
people who are ready to die for the ideal, others saw in Don Quixote
a noble robber whose main principle was simple: destroy the rich;
bestow to the poor.

If Herzen’s Don Quixote belonged to the past, then Turgenev’s
knight from La Mancha is looking to the future. Don Quixote for
Turgenev is a man of action, the ideal of selfless service to justice, good-
ness, and truth. That is why, in his famous article, Turgenev argued
that people like Quixote were morally superior to those who were
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like Hamlet in their egoism, skepticism, and reflection. Life, argued
Turgenev in his article, is being moved by Don Quixotes, creators of
all good things and deeds. The impact of Turgenev’s article on Russian
literary circles was noticeable, and the famous antithesis “Hamlet vs.
Don Quixote” spurred a controversy that continued for several decades.

The pure and noble knight, naive as a child but, at the same time,
discerning and wise, was dear and close to another famous Russian
writer, Fyodor Dostoevsky. It was under the influence of Don Quixote
that one of the most “quixotic” novels, The Idiot, was conceived and
produced.

Once upon a time Don Quixote, the well-known knight of the
doleful image, the most magnanimous of all knights on earth,
the simplest in soul and one of the greatest men in heart, while
roaming in the company of his faithful armor-bearer Sancho
in pursuit of adventures, was suddenly struck by a perplexity
which made him ponder for a long while. (Dostoevsky, Diary
of 'a Writer 2: 835)

Dostoevsky immediately recognized the importance of the idea that
“made this poetic work an eternal masterpiece that will never die”; the
idea that will elevate its bearer, Don Quixote, and bring him to the
cosmic vision of things; and the idea that will enlighten him, enable
him to remove the boundaries between the illusion and reality until
they both, the idea and the hero, finally become one.

Dostoevsky came closest to Don Quixote while working on The
Idiot. We can read in one of his letters where Dostoevsky ponders the
new novel, which was as yet non-existent.

The idea of the novel is an old and favorite one of mine, but
such a hard one that for a long time I did not dare to take up,
and if I have taken it up now, then it is absolutely because I
was in a nearly desperate situation. The main idea of the novel
is to portray a positively beautiful person. There is nothing
more difficult than that in the world, and especially now. All
the writers, and not just ours, but even all the European writ-
ers, whoever undertook this depiction of the positively beauti-
ful person, always had to pass. Because it's a measureless task.
The beautiful is an ideal, and the ideal—both ours or that of
civilized Europe—is far from having been achieved. There’s
only one positively beautiful person in the world—Christ—so
that the appearance of this measurelessly, infinitely beauti-
ful person is in fact of course an infinite miracle. [. . .] Of the
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beautiful people in Christian literature, Don Quixote stands as
the most complete. But he is only beautiful because he’s ridic-
ulous at the same time, [, . .] and effective in fact of that. [. . .]
I have nothing like that, absolutely nothing, and therefore 'm
terribly afraid that it will be an absolute failure. (Dostoevsky,
Letters 3:17)

Even though the hero of Dostoevsky, in contrast to that of Cervantes,
was never conceived as a comic figure but rather as a “serious presen-
tation of an ethical ideal” (Hingley in); for Dostoevsky, Don Quixote
always remained a "commentary on life and a revelation of the human
mind and heart” (Buketoff-Turkevich n5).

It is undeniable that the penetration of Cervantes’s aesthetic and
philosophical values into Russia and his significant presence on the
literary horizons of nineteenth-century Russia make it possible to in-
quire in depth about his undeniable influence on Dostoevsky. This in-
fluence is so significant that Dostoevsky, consciously or subconscious-
ly, wrote a novel whose reminiscences and connections with Cervantes
are so intense and suggestive that it seems surprising that, up to now,
we have not seen any magnum opus written about this important liter-
ary phenomenon.

In conclusion, we would like to reiterate that this variety of opin-
ions, judgments, and interpretations of Don Quixote was, of course,
tightly linked to the historical events that were taking place in Russia
during the second half of the nineteenth century; however, at the same
time, this variety indicated that the literary hero created by Cervantes
was, and continued to be, important and relevant for all the enlight-
ened Russian intelligentsia. As Yakov Malkiel rightfully put it:

Among Spain’s literary celebrities, hazily made out at the
outset, Cervantes’s figure became in time the most firmly
delineated and most engaging. Russian taste has changed
profoundly at several momentous junctures, and preferences
for given facets of Cervantes’s art and “philosophy” (tradi-
tionally dear to Russian critics) have shifted a good deal since
Belinsky. But the esteem for his work among the intellectu-
al elite and its impact on writers able to set new standards,
and on a broadening group of ambitious readers, show the
demand for steadily improved translations, abridgements,
and commentaries. (313)
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Notes

1. The Mongol invasion that is also known as the “Mongol Yoke” on Russia was
heralded in 1223. This invasion lasted until 1480 and had incalculable ramifica-
tions for the history of Europe, including the division of the East Slavic People
into three different nations.

2. The concept of re-accentuation is one of the most interesting concepts of
Mikhail Bakhtin. The detailed explanation of the nature of re-accentuation
can be found in Bakhtin’s book The Dialogic Imagination.

3. Charles-Antoine Coypel (1694-1752) was a French painter and an excellent
tapestry designer. He became the First Painter of the King and Director of the
Royal Academy. His most famous tapestries were created from a series illus-
trating Don Quixote.

4. "To-To 6b1 gast Jouxumoros Gsu10 38eck pabors!”

5. Matikos. JI. H. Pacckasst Haptosa o INerpe Benukom. 1116, Tunorpadus
Hmneparopckoit Akagemun Hayk, 1891.

6. Paccyxaenus o okasaTensCTBaxX K MUDY

7. “B xuwre, HaspiBaemo#t [loHxumoT, omucaHo ¢abyapHOe HKUTHE
THILIIAHCKOTO KaBaJiepa, JOHKHMINOTOM HAa3bIBAEMOTO, KOTOPBIHA, €30 MO
CBETY, MHOTHE JOCTOMHEIE CMeXy aHTacTHYecKHe Aesla Aesal U 3a BCSKOTO
YeJI0BEKA, KOTOPOIro OH OG¥IKeH GBITh MOYNTA/I, BCTYTAICS H OfAMH BoeBaL.”

8. Mikhail Alekseev is considered to be one of the most prominent Soviet schol-
ars of Romance literatures and their relations with Russia. Although he lived
and worked during the Stalin era when, even for the most innocent remark,
any person could be thrown to jail for 10-15 years, Alekseev made remarkable
contributions to the literary scholarship. His views hold scholarly value up to
the present day.

9. Vasily Trediakovsky (1703-1768) was a Russian poet, literary theoretician,
and interesting playwright who, together with another Russian poet and sci-
entist, Mikhail Lomonosov, helped to lay the foundation of classic Russian
literature. He was the first Russian citizen who, not belonging to the nobility,
received his education abroad at the Sorbonne, Paris.

10. Pasrosop o mparomnucannu

11. “PasroBopy f0/DKHO GBITH HATYPIFHOMY, @ UMEHHO TaKOMY, KaKoi# Gbul
IpH BCEX YAMBHUTE/IBHBIX IOXOMKAEHUSX MEXKAY CKUTAIOLIMMCS pPhINApeM
JoxkuwoToM u cTpeMsannbM ero Caniero ITancoro.”

12. Alexander Sumarokov (1717-1777) was a Russian poet and playwright who is
considered to be a creator of the classical theatre in Russia. He assisted Mikhail
Lomonosov in inaugurating classicism in early Russian literature.

13. O yTeHUH POMaHOB
14. One “pud” is an old Russian measure of weight that is equal to about forty

pounds.
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15. The adventures of Telemachus is a didactic novel by Fenelon, published in
1699. The novel recounts the educational travels of Telemachus, son of Ulyss-
es, with his tutor, Mentor. This book gained enormous popularity in Russian
throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries.

16. “Mi3 MHOrMX pOMaHOB B ITyJ BECOM CIIMPTY OZHOTO QYHTA He BBINAET, U
YTeHHeM OHOTO GosblIe yroTpebuTcs BpeMeHH Ha GecrioeaHoe, HeXXeIHU Ha
none3Hoe. 5 ucwnoyaro Tesnemaka U JJOHKMIIOT], U ellle caMOe Masioe YHCII0
JBOCTOMHBIX POMaHOB.”

17. Aleksey Khrapovitsky was for many years a personal secretary of Katherine
the Great; it was he who supervised the preparation of the extensive list of
proverbs and sayings by Sancho Panza and presented it to the Russian Impera-
triz.

18. Vicente Martin y Soler (1754-1806), often called by his contemporaries the
Valencian Mozart, now is relatively obscure. For a long time he worked at the
court of Katherine the Great, the Russian Imperatriz, as a composer and a chief
conductor of the Jtalian Opera Theatre in Saint Petersburg.

19. Gavrila Derzhavin (1743-1816) was one of the greatest Russian poets before
Alexander Pushkin, as well as an important statesman.

20, For the first time in Russian literature, the verb donkishotstvovat, which
was synthesized by Derzhavin from the name of the Spanish knight-errant,
Don Quixote, appears; in the context of the ode, this verb means “to start doing
something unusual, strange.”

21. "He koM nro6uus Mackapazpl,
A B xIy6 He CTYnUIIb U HOTOI,

Xpans o6br9an, 06psgpl,

He mouxmmoTcrsyewus coboit. . . .

22. Mikhail Lomonosov (1711-1765) was a Russian polymath, scientist, and writ-
erwho made important contributions to literature, education, and science. For
instance, among his discoveries was the atmosphere of Venus. Lomonosov was
also a prominent poet who created the basis of the modern Russian literary
language.

23. This fact is based on the study conducted by Yuri Lotman and commented
on in his article “K voprosu o tom, kakimi yazikami vladel Lomonosov.” The
article was published in the journal titled XVIII vek. 3 (1958): 445-64.

24. Ivan Krylov (1769-1844) is Russia’s best known fabulist. He is also known
for his exceptional epigrams.

25. Nikolay Karamzin (1766-1826) was a Russian writer, poet and, without a
doubt, the most famous Russian historian. He is remembered for his capital
twelve-volume work History of the Russian State.

26.“. .. M BCe CKa3Kwu fe/1a/ i MeHs1 B pebsivecTe MaseHbkuM Jon-Knurorom.
. . MaxHyJI cabJIer0 HECKOIBKO Pas 10 YePHOMY BO3JyXy ¥ BO3BPATHUIICS B CBOIO
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KOMHATY, fyMast, 4TO TOABUT MOM GblI 10BOIBHO BaxkeH. Jlera MiageHyecTsal
K10 nomeiunsier o Bac 6es ynoonscsusn?”

27. “S >xuBy, mo6e3sHsI# ApYT, B fepeBHe, C KHUTAMHU U NPUPOJOH, HO YacTo
ObIBalo O4eHb GECIIOKOEH B MOeM cepAue. YixacHble npoucurecTsrs EBpomsr
BOJIHYIOT BCio Moo pyuwry. Hasosu menst [oH-KumoroM, HO ceit claBHBIH
PHILAPB HEe MOT JIIOGUTH CBOXO Jly/IbCHHEIO TaK XXe CTPAaCTHO, KaK st 06o—
Yenoseuectso!”

28. "Hicropust Micmanum odeHsb nmobonsiTHA. Botock Tonmsko ¢pas v KpoBH.
Koncrutyuus KoprecoB ecTe umcras gemoxparus. Ecam omm ycrposT
rocyfapcTBo, To ofeuraocs MATH MemkoM B Mazpng, a Ha JOpory BO3bMy
Jon Knmrora.”

29. “On Heuro Bpoge o Kuxora, oyeHs HenocefoBaTe/IbHBII 1 O4€Hb YIIpsi-
MbIH, KOTOPBII XOUET TO/IbKO YAOBIETBOPSITS CBOEMY TLIEC/IABHIO.”

30. Nikolay Turgenev (1789-1871), a relative of the famous novelist Ivan Tur-
genev, was one of the first Russian economists and democrats, and co-founder
of a few reformist societies. After the Rebellion of 1825 he was tried in absentia
and sentenced to Siberian katorga for life. As a result, he never returned to his
homeland.

31. “U xuBy cOBepIIeHHO OJMH, HUKYa He X0y U He CKydaio Gosee . . . Brer
10.30. ITopa unraTe JOHKHWOTA, KOTOPOTO NPEACTaB/IseT COYMHUTEND YK
C/IMUIKOM CyMacIIeIHM, YTO MHE Ka)KeTCsl HEHATYpPa/bHBIM, M NOTOMY He
Hpasurcs.”

32. “...3TO He Masioe YAOBOIbCTBUE, KaK B 12 YaCy 3aKypHILUb M JSDKEWDb B I10-
crens yurath JoHKmuoTa.”

33. Vissarion Belinsky (1811-1848) is one of the most prominent Russian literary
critics of the nineteenth century. He played an instrumental role in the careers
of Nikolay Nekrasov, Russian poet, and Nikolay Gogol.

34. Alexander Pushkin (1799-1837) is considered by many to be the greatest
Russian poet and the founder of the modern Russian Literature.

35. Nikolai Gogol (1809-1852) was dramatist, novelist, and short story writer.
Gogol was considered by his contemporaries to be one of the preeminent liter-
ary ligures of Russian realism, second after Pushkin. His works, at the same
time, possess a fundamental romantic sensibility with strains of Surrealism.

36. Mikhail Lermontov (1814-1841) was a Russian Romantic writer, poet, and
painter; the most important Russian poet after Alexander Pushkin; and the
greatest figure in Russian Romanticism. His influence on later Russian litera-
ture is enormous and felt even in modern days, not only through his poetry but
also through his prose that founded the tradition of the Russian psychological
novel.

37. “MageH4ecTBO ApePHero MUpa KOHYHIOCh; Bepa B GOroB M 4yfieca yMmep-
Jia; IyX Tepou3Ma MCYe3; HACTajl BEK XU3HM JeHCTBUTENbHOH . . . pogmIach
HJiest 4e/I0BEKa . . . T03Ma IIPeBPaTHIach B pOMaH.”
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38. “Haxoneu B Beke coBepwIMIach OKOHYaTe/IbHast pepOpMa B MCKYCCTBE!

Ceppanrec y6un csoum HecpaBHeHHBIM [lon KuxoroM moxHO-mpeansHOe
P

Harnpas/ieHue 1033un.”

39.“Temepr  okamumBaro  CepBanrecoa [lon Kuxora. Tennanpaoe
npousseaenue!”

40. Mikhail Bakunin (1814-1876) was a founder of collectivist anarchism. Ba-
kunin’s enormous prestige as an activist made him one of the most famous
ideologues in Europe, and he gained substantial influence among radicals
throughout Russia and Europe.

41. "SI cmenrnee [lon KuxoTta: ToT, 10 KpanHen Mepe, OT AylUM BEPHUI, YTO OH
PHILIAPh TO OH CPaXKAETCA C BeJIMKaHAMHU a He C Me/IbHUIAMH, U 4TO ero Ges-
obpasHas u Toncrast JyrscuHes—KpacaBULQa; a S 3HAI0, YTO S HE PhIUAPB, &
CyMacIeaui—u Bee-TaKu PIAPCTBYIO; YTO A CPAXNKAIOCh C MeTbHULIAMU—U
BCe-TaKM CPaKarocs; 4o JynmpcrHas Most ((ku3Hb) 6e306pasHa 1 rHyCHa, a Bee-
TaKK 1100110 €€, Ha3/Io 34PaBOMY CMBICIY M O4€BUAHOCTH.

42. Mikhail Zagoskin (1789-1852) was the first Russian writer of historical nov-
els, the Russian Sir Walter Scott. His historical novel Yury Miloslavsky, which
was published in 1829, became the first Russian bestseller.

43. “CepBanrec 3agoiro o Bansrepa CroTTa Hamucax UCTOPUYECKUHA POMaH.
. . . TBOPYECKHH, XyIOXKECTBEHHBIH B/IeMEHT ero ayxa OblI TakK CHJIEH, YTO
no6esun paccysouHoe HanpasiaeHue . . . Ero Jon KuxoT ects He KapukaTtypa,
a XapakKTep, NOJHBIH MCTHUHBI M YY)KOBIH BCIKOTO NpeyBeJNYEeHMs, He
OTB/IEYEHHBI HO JKUBOM M pJeiicrBurensusit, Vpea [lom Kuxora we
npuHaanexut speMeHn CepBaHTeca: OHa 00LieyeI0BeveCKas, BeyHas ujeas
... Jon Kuxorsl Gbl/1a BO3MOXHBI C TeX IOp, KaK SBUINCh 4€/I0BEYECKHE
ob1ecTBa, 1 GyAyT BO3BMOXKHBI, OKa JIIOAY He pasberyTes no secam.”

44. "Kaxppiit venoBex ectsr HeMHOXKO Jlow Kwuxor; mo 6Gonee Bcero
6pBaroT Jon Kuxoramu M0y ¢ IIaMeHHBIM CEpALEM, JMIOOSLIEI0 AyLIOIO,
61aropoaHeIM cepaLeM. . . . Mcrunneix Jon KUX0TOB MOXKHO HallTH TO/IBKO
MeXJy HeJIOXUHHBIMHU mtogsmu, Ho riaBoe, uro oHu Beerga GpumM, ecTs U
GyayT. DTO THII BeYHbIH, 3TO efUHAsl UAES, BCEIa BOIUIOLALIANCS B THICAYE
Pa3HBIX BMIOB U GOPM, COOOPa3HO C AyXOM M XapaKTepOM BeKa MM CTpaHsl.”

45. “rmmmnaHcKui KaBasrep, foH KuurotoM HasbiBaeMbli, KOTOPBIA GyATO €345t

0 CBeTY, MHOTHe CMeXy JOCTOMHBIE U paHTaCTHUECKHe Jesia Je/al v 3a BCs-

KOTO Ye/I0BeKa, KOTOPOTO OH OOYIKeHHBIM OBITh IIOYHTAJ, BCTYNAJICS ¥ OAVH
»

BOEBaJI

46. "HTaK, gocronHcBo CepBaHTeCOBCKOTO POMaHa—B MAee: HJest CAEIANa ero
BEYHBIM, HUKOT/a He YMHPAIOIIYM ¥ HUKOIJA He CTApeIOLVIM ITO3TUYECKUM
npoussefeHueM. B mpee sawrmoueHa nmpHYMHA TOTO, YTO, HECMOTPs Ha
HCIMAHCKKME MMEHA, OOGBIYay, YaCTHOCTH,—/II0JU BCeX HALMM U BCEX BEKOB
yuraor U 6yayr yurats Jou Kuxora.”
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47. This book was inaccessible to me, but it is mentioned and discussed in
great detail in the book of Professor A. Umikyan, titled Cervantes: Statyi i ma-
teriali (Leningrad: 1948).

48. This intention of Turgenev is connected with his abiding interest in Span-
ish literature, an admiration that he expressed innumerable times in his pri-
vate letters, especially to his life-long lover and friend, Polina Viardo. This in-

tention, however, Turgenev never was able to fulfill because of his deteriorating
health.

49. "A a1y 3umy npumyck 3a nepepog Jon Kmxora, K KoTOopoMy A #aBHO
rOTOBAIOCH ¥ OECrpecTaHHo NEpeynTsIBAD ITOT OEeCCMEPTHBIH poMaH.
Cepsarrec crasz [jisi MEHS TEM, 4eM, BePOSTHO, cran Ais sac [Mymkwna."

50. Alexander Herzen (1812-1870) was a Russian philosopher known as the
“father of Russian socialism” and who enjoyed tremendous popularity in the
West, where he spent most of his life. His literary observations, although
sometimes very political, were often keen and penetrating.

Works Cited
Alekseev, Mikhail. Russkaya kul’tura I romanskiy mir. Leningrad: Nauka, 1985.
Print,

Bakhtin, Mikhail. Art and Answerability: Early Philosophical Essays. Ed. Mi-
chael Holquist and Vadim Liapunov. Trans. Kenneth Brostrom. Austin: U
of Texas P, 1990. Print.

Belinsky, V. Polnoe sobranie sochinenij. 12 vols. Moscow: Izdatel'stvo Akademii
Nauk USSR, 1953. Print.

Buketoff-Turkevich, Tudmila. Cervantes in Russia. New York: Gordian P, 1975.
Print.

Dezhavin, Gavrila. Stihotvoreniya. Moscow: Goslitizdat, 1958. Print.

Dostoevsky, Fyodor. The Diary of a Writer. Trans. Boris Brasol. 2 vols. New
York: Scribner, 1949. Print.

Hingley, Ronald. The Undiscovered Dostoevsky. London: Hamish Hamilton,
1962. Print.

Karamzin, N, Izbrannie statii I pisma. Moscow: Sovremennik, 1982. Print.
Khrapovitsky, A. Dnevnik. Moscow, 1902. Print.
Krylov, 1. Polnoe sobranie sochineniy. 3 vols. Moscow: Goslitizdat, 1945. Print.

Mancing, Howard. “Don Quixote and Bakhtin’s Two Stylistic Lines of the Nov-
el Studies in Spanish Literature in Honor of Daniel Eisenberg. Ed. Tom
Lathrop. Newark, DE: Juan de la Cuesta, 2009. 177-95. Print.

Maykov, L. Rasskazi Nartova o Petre Velikom, Saint Petersburg: Tipografiya Im-
peratorskoj Akademii Naul, 1891. Print.

125



Slav N. Gratchev

Malkiel, Yakov. “Cervantes in Nineteenth-century Russia.” Comparative Litera-
ture, 3.4 (1951): 310-29. Print.

Pekarskiy, P. Nauka I Literatura v Rossii pri Petre Velikom. Saint Petersburg,
186G2. Print.

Sumarokov, A. “O chenii romanov.” Trudolyubivaya Pchela 7 (June 1759): 374-
75. Print.

Trediakovsky, Vasily. Sochineniya Trediakovskogo. Saint Petersburg: Tipografi-
ya Imperatorskoj Akademii Nauk, 1849. Print.

Turgenev, Ivan. Polnoe sobranie sochineniy i pisem. Vol, 2, Leningrad: Nauka,
1964. Print.

Turgenev, N. Dnevniki I pis’'ma za 1806-u godi. Saint Petersburg: Tipografiya
Imperatorskoj Akademii Nauk, 1911. Print,

Umikyan, A. Cervantes: Statyi i materiali. Leningrad: Nauka, 1948. Print.

Valishevskiy, K. Sin velikoj Ekateriny imperator Pavel I: Ego zizn’, zarstvovanie [
smert’ Saint Petersburg, 1914. Print.

About the Author

Dr. Slav N. Gratchev received his PhD at Purdue University. For the past fouryears he has
been an Assistant Professor of Spanish at Marshall University. His scholarly interests in-
clude Cervantes’s Don Quixote and its adaptations to the screen; the polyphonic nature
of Cervantes's novel and the influence of Don Quixote on Dostoevsky; and the problem
of perception and interpretation of Don Quixote in Russia in the eighteenth, nineteenth,
and twentieth centuries. Email: gratchev@marshall.edu.

126



	Marshall University
	Marshall Digital Scholar
	Winter 2016

	Don Quixote in Russia in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: The Problem of Perception and Interpretation
	Slav N. Gratchev PhD
	Recommended Citation


	Don Quixote in Russia in the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Centuries: The Problem of Perception and Interpretation

