Luc Breukelman, Ph.D. student, Ghent University — conference paper

The End of Life and the End of the Russian Empire: Depictions of the End of Life in the Historical
Novels of the Russian Emigré Community.

Recent scholarship on the literary community of the Russian emigration of the interwar years has
advanced the idea that the community’s authors were interacting more profoundly with their
different external contexts than previous characterizations of the Russian émigré community have
suggested. Through the works of, for instance, Greta Slobin, Leonid Livak and Maria Rubins, light has
been shed on the often divergent literary and cultural identities that emerged through the
interactions of the literary community with the cultural scene of modernist Paris, its interactions with
the Soviet Union and its attitudes towards the heritage of classic Russian literature. The works of
these scholars attest of the relevance of theoretical perspectives from diaspora, exile, and
transnational studies in interpreting the literary output and identity formation of the émigré
community. In this paper | want to add to the perspectives used by these scholars by focusing on
what | would like to call the exilic anxiety of loss.

Loss, of course, constitutes one of the most important dimensions in the exile’s perception of reality.
In first instance, this loss is concrete: the loss of home, the loss of land, the loss of dreams and plans
bound up with the here and now of their lost homeland, etc. As Edward Said observes in his essay
‘The Mind of the Winter’:

... exile is fundamentally a discontinuous state of being. Exiles are cut off from their roots,
their lands, their past. They generally do not have armies, or states, though they are often in
search of these institutions. This search can lead exiles to reconstitute their broken lives in
narrative form, usually by choosing to see themselves as part of a triumphant ideology or a
restored people. Such a story is designed to reassemble an exile’s broken history into a new
whole.! (51)

Apart from this concrete loss, exiles, | argue, can also experience a more abstract anxiety of losing in
their new surroundings. This, then, is the anxiety of losing the narrative of belonging and identity in
exile, the narrative about the self, a narrative that is created as to overcome an absence of
something that was never really there. Here the distinction Dominick LaCapra makes between loss
and absence in his work Writing History, Writing Trauma is relevant. According to LaCapra, whereas
loss is often concrete and historical, that is, the event of losing or having lost something or someone,
absence, rather, is structural: the absence of something that was never there and never could be. But
this structural absence nevertheless seeks its concretization in an object of loss to overcome the
trauma of absence. Thus, for instance, narratives of nationalistic unity in some past golden age —
which, in reality, never existed — are created to foster a sense of belonging in an existence that would
otherwise be governed by the trauma of absence?. In exile, | contend, such narratives of identity and
belonging, that is, the created object of loss, and in this case precisely those of national identity and
belonging, tend to be contested more acutely, which can partly be related to the lack of institutions
mentioned by Said. Without the necessary institutions that can assert actual power in the
foregrounding of, for instance, an imperial narrative on national identity which might be contested
by counter-narratives as well but functions as a focal point nevertheless, individual’s or group’s
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identities and their narratives can remain in a precarious situation in which a fear of being
undermined and eventual loss is continuously apparent. For the exile the object of loss that gives a
sense of belonging is contested because she or he is thrown in between different orientations, lacks
the necessary institutions, and is confronted with emerging new identities of fellow exiles. Such a
fear of losing the object of loss, of being more directly confronted with structural absence, is what |
will call here the exilic anxiety of loss.

This perspective can, | think, partly explain the discontent of some of the members of the
older generation of the Russian émigré community with the undermining counter-narratives of the
younger generation. While the older generation strove for a more essentialist Russian identity
through a more preservationist conservatism, the younger generation, rather, fashioned their sense
of belonging and identity more transnational, in a constructive dialogue with modernist Paris. This
contestation of narratives, the inability of Russia abroad to create strict boundaries in which a
dominant, essentialist, separate Russian identity could flourish, can be seen as inherent to the
experience of the exile who lacks the ideological apparatus of the state. It is an experience that for
some can cause anxiety about the loss of narratives of belonging.

In this paper, | will discuss two works of historical fiction that address this lack of control over
narrative that causes an exilic anxiety of loss. In this analysis, | will focus specifically on the portrayal
of death, that is, characters being aware of their imminent end. The first work discussed, the novella
Sviataia Elena, malen’kii ostrov by Mark Aldanov, published in 1921, portrays the final years of
Napoleon, spent in exile on the island of St. Helene. The second work is a fictionalized biography on
the life of tsarina Elisabeth of Russia, Tsesarevna, written by Piotr Krasnov and published in 1933. As
can already be seen, in both instances, it is the emperor/empress who dies, already signaling their
possible indebtedness to an experience of imperial loss. In spite of these similarities, | will not
approach both works in the same way. The novella by Aldanov will be read as a work reflecting upon
this fear of loss of the banished. | will read this novella as giving a necessary perspective on the ways
in which this fear is brought on by the inability to control historical representation, a perspective
through which the novel of Krasnov can be related to the context of exile and interpreted as an
expression of this exilic anxiety.

Death is a theme that runs through most of Aldanov’s novels. For some of Aldanov’s characters, in
contemplating their death, a dread of legacy is part of their awareness of their own end, expressed in
some cases by characters imagining their obituaries. This is closely related to the importance of
vanity, understood by Aldanov as one of mankind’s most common traits. Social interaction in
Aldanov’s works is often guided by the will to self-represent, and the characters often believe that
they are able to control the image constructed by the other through this self-representation. This
idea of control, however, is inevitably and at times ironically thwarted by death. After their deaths, a
funeral and an obituary are, for most people, the last moments in which they are presented in one
way or the other, the last moments to which their vain minds turn to project the look of the other
upon themselves.

It can be argued that Napoleon’s obituary, his legacy, lies in the hands of historians and
cultural memory, or that his representation by the other is part of historical representation or
cultural myth. In portraying the dread of legacy of Napoleon, Sviataia Elena reflects upon problems
of historical representation and representation through cultural memory. Given the fact that this
dread of legacy arises in a context of banishment and of impending death, the theme of
representation is related to a waning ability to assert control over historical representation. These
problems of historical representation arising in exile, | argue, resonate with the experience of Russian
exiles as well. | will now attend to some fragments of the novella to further explicate this point.



Y106bI passneyb ceba n NpUbANNKEHHbIX, OH CTan AUKTOBATb MM UCTOPUIO CBOMX NOX0A08B. Ho ckopo
MOHAN, YTO APYrMe ee HAMULWYT iydLlle U BbIroAHEE AN HEFO: CaM OH CIMLLKOM ACHO BUAEN POJib
CNy4Yas BO BCEX NPeANPUHATLIX UM AenaX, B HeCObIBLUMXCA HAAEKAAX U B HEXKAAHHbIX yaadax. OH
OT/IMYHO NOHMMAJI, YTO B KaXKA0M U3 ero AencTeunit byaet HangeH NCTopuKkamm rayboKuii cmbicn m
poAb cnyyasn B ero cyabbe oKkaxeTca cBeAeHHON A0 MUHUMMYMA. He no cnoBam U 06bACHEHUAM
cTaHeT cyauTb ero notomcrso.? (356)

As becomes clear from this scene, in Sviataia Elena, Napoleon is portrayed as being conscious of his
future representation by historians. Although Napoleon himself believes in chance as history’s
guiding principle, he is convinced that others will construct a meaningful narrative of his actions in
(hi)stories, and that he or his image beyond his death will benefit from this meaning. The irony, of
course, is that the Napoleon of Sviataia Elena stands in dialogue with the Tolstoian Napoleon of
Voina i mir, thus implying that the pendulum can also swing to the other side: Napoleon can also be
portrayed in less flattering ways, in the case of Voina i mir as someone lacking any historical agency
and greatness.

In Sviataia Elena, an Italian marquess pays a visit to Napoleon on the island. Before actually meeting
the emperor, he is guided through the villa where Napoleon resides by marshal Bertrand. In this
fragment we notice him walking around inside the villa as though it were a museum already, a dom
muzei in which some relics of Napoleon are collected. It becomes clear that the marquess is in fact
only there for a good story back in his homeland, a nice anecdote, and Bertrand, aware of the
possibility to manipulate the observations of the guest and communicate through him with the
European continent, guides him along some of the more impressive artifacts. As we can see,
however, this carefully build-up image of Napoleon’s greatness is deconstructed when the marquess
notices the rather small bathtub in Napoleon’s bathroom. Bertrand quickly remarks that the
emperor’s bathroom in les Tuileries was different, thus trying to restore some of the previous
grandeur.

The image of Napoleon, who himself is absent in this scene, as if he were already dead, as if
his life has already been reduced to objects in a museum, is now in the hands of others. He is now
represented by others, and it is very difficult to assert control over this image, even by those feeling
responsible for keeping the image of Napoleon’s greatness intact.

MapKu3, YyTb CAbILHO BCKPUKMBASA, NEPEXOANAN OT NpeAMeTa K npeameTy. Y Hero B KapMaHe nexana
3apaHee NpUroToB/IeHHan 3anNnUcHan KHUXKa, HO eMy HeNoBKO BblN10 N0JIb30BaTbCA €10 34eCh; OH He
3Ha/, YTO MOXKHO U Yero Henb3A, U N30 BCEX CUA CTapascA 3aNOMHUTL BCe, YTOObI TOTYAC 3anucaThb,
KOrAa ero Konsacka otbeeT oT JIoHreyaa. EAMHCTBEHHOM Lenbio TONCTAKA 6bla0 3aMacTUCh B 3TOM
3HAaMEeHUTOM MecCTe, Kyaa ero 3aHec/sa cyabba, Temamum A4 Paccka3oB Ha BECb OCTATOK KU3HM.
bepTpaH WenoTom Ha3blBa r/1aBHble AOCTONPUMEYATE/IbHOCTU KOMHATbI.

[...]

Yepes OTKPbLITYIO ABEePb MapKM3 3aMeTU/1 B HEDO/IbLLIOW CMEXKHON KaMOpKe AepPeBSHHbIN ALWMK,
WU3HYTPW BbINIOMKEHHbI LMHKOM.

-- BaHHa umnepartopa, -- NOSACHUA CO B340XOM bepTpaH B OTBET Ha MOAYa/IMBbIN BONPOC UTaNbAHLA. -
- B Tionbepuiickom AgopLe, -- 06aBu OH, -- y ero Beanyectsa bbina He Takas BaHHa...* (362-4)

3 Aldanov, Mark, “Sviataia Elena, malen’kii ostrov,” in Sobranie sochinenii v 6 tt., tom 2. Moscow: Pravda, 1991,
pp. 313-390.
4|dem.



This is one of the final scenes from the novella. Napoleon is bedridden, his end is drawing near. He
has already dictated his testament, has already meticulously explicated his demands for the funeral
to the abbot. He has, in short, already asserted control over the last forms of self-representation.
However, upon hearing Bertrand reading an English news article in which the assassination of the
duke of Enghien, which was ordered by Napoleon, is condemned, Napoleon, in an act of rage,
commands an amendment to the testament, and dictates his side of the story of the assassination of
Louis Antoine de Bourbon. Here the dread of legacy, the fear of historical representation, surfaces
most clearly. It is therefore telling that the words stated by Napoleon on the lost battlefield of
Waterloo are mentioned in this scene: “-- Bce KoH4YeHo... Bce nornbno...” Apparently, self-
representation, as portrayed in Sviataia Elena, is a battlefield as well, but one that is only lost with
the coming of one’s death. The testament, as can be seen, is the last form of communication with the
outside world, and, therefore, the last possibility of self-representation, the last possibility of defense
of one’s own image.

lpad BepTpaH cTan YMTaTb UMNEPATOPY TOIbKO YTO NOMYYEHHbIE AHFIMIACKME ra3eTbl. B ogHoM 13
HUMX OblNa pe3Kas cTaTbA NPOTUB /ML, BUHOBHbIX B paccTpesie repuora IHrmeHcKoro. BHe3anHo, Bo
Bpems YteHuns, MOHTONOH TONKHYA bepTpaHa B 60K. lodmapLuan nogHAA rnasa oT raseTbl U C
YXKAacoM 3aMeTUA, YTO Y UMMepaTopa CTPALIHOE INLLO; TAaKOE BblpaxKeHWE OH BUAEN Y €0 BENNYECTBa
33 ABaALaTb ET BCETO Pasa 4Ba WK TpU, -- B NOCAeaHMIA pas nocne 6utebl Npu BaTepnoo, Koraa
HanoneoH ckasan OKpyKatoWwmMm € IETKMM SNUAENTUYECKUM CMEXOM:

-- Bce KoHueHo... Bce nornbno...

bepTpaHy NpeacTaBUIOCH, YTO Y €r0 BE/IMYECTBA U CEMYAC HAYHETCA SNUAENTUYECKUIA NPUNAA0K.

-- 3aBewwaHue... JanTe ctoga moe 3asewaHue! -- npoxpunen HanoneoH.

MoHTON0H bpocuca 3a 3aBelaHnem. MimnepaTtop ApoXKalWwMmm NaabLamMm BCKPbIJT NAKeT U, HAYEero
He roBops, NPUNMCAN HECKOIbKO CTPOK K nocnegHemMy naparpady nepsoro otaena:

"fl Benen apecToBaTb M CYyAUTb repLora IHIMEHCKOro NOTOMY, YTO 3TOro Tpebosanm 6e30nNacHoOCTb,
6naronosyune 1 yectb PppaHLLYy3CKOro HapoAaa; B To Bpema rpad a'ApTya, no cobcTBeHHOMY ero
npusHaHuio, coaepKan B MapurKke WecTbAeCAT HAEMHbIX youiiL,. B nogobHbIx 06cToATeNbCTBAX A U
Tenepb nocTynun 6bl TOYHO TakK »e"...> (382-3)

In Sviataia Elena, the dread of legacy of Napoleon is reflected upon within a context of dwindling
relevance of the former emperor. First of all, Napoleon and his consort are less capable of asserting
control over the narrative of Napoleon due to the context of exile. The reaction of Napoleon to the
visit of the Italian marquess is telling in this case. Although Napoleon is hesitant to meet him at first,
Bertrand persuades him to do so by arguing that the marquess can be used as a mediator through
which Napoleon can communicate with the European continent. The very possibility of regaining
some form of control over the narrative causes Napoleon to liven up and, indeed, use the marquis
exclusively to insult his adversaries. After this visit, Napoleon remains elevated for some time and
even thinks that his death might still be far away.

With the closing in of death, however, Napoleon is again confronted with the finitude of his
control. In a last effort, as we have seen, he takes combat with an English newspaper over the
portrayal of an assassination he was responsible for.

Exile, the relativity of one’s importance, the lack of control over the narrative of oneself, hindered
communication with the outside world, imperial demise — these are all themes that resonate with
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the experiences of the Russian exile as well. As such, if we were to replace Napoleon’s anxiety of
losing control over a personal historical legacy with a broader anxiety of losing control over national
historical legacy, Aldanov’s novella can be interpreted as reflecting on the already mentioned exilic
anxiety of loss. This national historical legacy, as is suggested in the novella, can be contested in alien
surroundings by different counter-narratives, counter-narratives that exist in the new surroundings,
and counter-narratives by those in power, supported by a state apparatus.

With this in mind, | will now turn to Krasnov’s novel Tsesarevna. More invested in portraying a life
story of a historical figure than Aldanov’s novella, the finale of the novel logically coincides with the
final moments of empress Elisabeth’s life and her eventual death. In one of these last chapters, with
the empress already sick in bed, the reader finds Elisabeth doubting her legacy. This doubt is partly
informed by the imperial army’s failure to control their capture of Prussian Berlin for a longer period,
but also, as is suggested, by the empress’s awareness of the little time she still has left on this earth.
She reads an ode of Lomonosov in which her achievements are commemorated and is confronted
with a profound feeling of meaninglessness in all these achievements, as if, with her own death, the
importance of her achievements diminish as well. In the evening, count Alexei Razumovsky keeps her
company. Elisabeth, unable to sleep, laments to him:

— Ywna, Anela, MoA KpacoTa. A yLlia KpacoTa — U XUTb YTO-TO He Xo4eTcA.

— MMycTo, Anewa, Kpyrom. He Bepto s 6onblle HU N0AAM... HM cebe. XoTena A caenatb
60nbluoe Aeno. Poccum Nocnyutb xotena... [o oTLOBCKOMY cneay XxoTena uatu... M uto
xe?.. Nycro... Mycro... Hnuero He caenaHo... Huyero Het.® (341)

Razumovsky, however, objects to this self-representation and starts to recount the different
achievements of Elisabeth: the abolition of the death penalty and domestic customs, the
improvement of the state’s finances etc. But for every achievement Elisabeth finds a negative
consequence and she ends the conversation when she feels as though Razumovsky is eulogizing her
before her actual dead.

— Taxeno, Anelwa, KpecTbsiHam XuseTcsA. Hoc BbITAHELW b — XBOCT 3aBA3MLWb. XoTena
ABOPAHAM NOMOYb — KPEeCTbAH obpemeHuna.

— 3, mamo!.. A KakoB MeTepbypr yunHuna?.. KpacoTbl-To CKob MHOrO!

— Jla uTo Tbl, ANlela, TOYHO C/I0BO MOCMEPTHOE, NOXBasIbHOE Ha0 MHOK FOBOPULLb, 3aC/TyTM
MOW NMOMUHaeLlb. [laxe CTpalHO MHe cTano ¢ Toro.’” (342)

Although their differences are not settled, the scene itself quite clearly is meant as an apologia of
Elisabeth’s reign, a defense of her historical memory. This notion of defense is especially important
for this reading. At the very least, before the defense comes a sense of threat, and threats to
narratives of belonging and identity, of Russianness and the mission of Russia abroad, abounded in
exile. It is telling that the White Army monarchist Krasnov turns to such defense through the
representation of a dying empress full of fear of her own legacy, which can be interpreted as
reflecting an anxiety of the legacy of the empire itself. This scene thus suggests that with the end of
the empire comes the anxiety of losing a created object of loss, the glory and the unity of the Russian
Empire, that gave a sense of belonging and identity, but which has now come under threat.

6 Krasnov, Piotr, Tsesarevna, Moscow: Veche, 2013.
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Strikingly, it is through the authority of a contemporary of Elisabeth, a man of state, the historical
Razumovsky, that some form of control over the narrative is reasserted, thus suggesting that the only
possible historical narrative can be represented by someone of power directly representing the
Russian Empire. A reassertion, therefore, of the control of the late empire over the narrative of
national identity even beyond its existence.

As has been shown in the analysis of deathbed scenes in the works of Aldanov and Krasnov, the
concept of an exilic fear of loss due to a diminishing control over the dominant narrative provides for
novel insights in these works. Through this concept, Aldanov’s novella can be understood as
reflecting on the anxiety that accompanies the loss of control over narrative, situated in a context of
exile and imperial loss. The works of Krasnov, on the other hand, rather can be understood as a
defensive reflex caused by this anxiety, hence their apologetic character. His novel seeks to
reestablish control over the narrative by reasserting the authority of the lost empire as the exclusive
source of historical truth, the sole narrative possible. Nevertheless, Krasnov’s novels display an
anxiety of the relevance of this imperial narrative. Russia abroad, even for someone with a seemingly
unshakable belief in the glory of the Empire like Krasnov, remains a context of collision of different
narratives of belonging and identity without the ideological apparatus of the imperial state providing
for an authoritative narrative.

| would like to conclude this reading by nuancing the emphasis on anxiety above. The focus has been
mostly on a fear caused by this anxiety. Although | do retain that this fear is important in informing
the exilic experience, reactions to it diverge and can also confess of a strategy of acceptance, of
making the exilic experience a productive part of creation. In this fragment from an article by one of
the community’s most prominent critics Georgii Adamovich, in which he discusses the state of
literature in emigration, Adamovich conceives of exile as a chance. The experiences endured, the
relative freedom of emigration compared to the Soviet Union, the proximity to the literary
community of France, and, most importantly here, the absence of any support, are seen by
Adamovich as having a potential for literary creation. Thus, informed by anxiety, a narrative of
resilience is proposed in which the exilic experience is embraced.

Eii Hapo 6b110 6bl 3TOM cBOOOLOM BOCNOb30BaTbCA. OHA NpoLusia Yepes BCE, YTo ObiBaeT AaHO
NOAAM BUAETb U UCMbITaTb, Y Heé 060CTpuacA Cayx, 060CTPUAOCH YyThe K CTPaZAaHWNIo, OHa y3Hana
HULLIETY, NOTEPIO BAUAHUA, 06LLee be3pasimume: Bce BOOBLLE, YEMY MUP YUUTb, KAXKETCA, TObKO
M36paHHbIX...[...] Begb BCe-TakM TO, YTO B HaLLy 3MOXY CAYYMIAOCH C IIOABMU, C/IYYaETCA pas B
TbicAYENETME, EC/IM HE peXKe, Belb BCe-TaKM He BblN0o 3a BClo MCTopUto Poccuu caydas, Ytobbl
YyeNoBeK ocTancs 6e3 BcAKoM onopbl B 6bITnK, 63 Kakon-nmbo noaaepKku rae 6bl To HX BbINo:
[O/MKEH e OH MOHATb KOe-YTO TaKoe, 0 HeM B K HOPMa/IbHbIX YCA0BUAX» U He ayman!® (336-7)
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