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OPERA SLAVICA I, 1991, 1 

HAN'S FATE IN SPACE AND IN TIKE 

(The M o d i f i c a t i o n of the C h r o n i c l e Model 
i n N. S. Leskov and K.V. Rais) 

Ivo P o s p i s i l 

In the stream of the 20th-century modern l i t e r a t u r e the 
genre of the c h r o n i c l e novel seems to represent an a r c h a i c a r 
t i s t i c s t r u c t u r e , an old-fashioned world of v i r t u e s and i d y l 
l i c s c e n e r i e s . We may agree, but i t i s not the whole t r u t h . 
The c h r o n i c l e i s p a r t of the complex of the o l d e s t methods of 
a r t i s t i c c r e a t i o n , of the most a r c h a i c forms presented i n an
c i e n t t e x t s . I t has been, however, f r e q u e n t l y used a l s o i n the 
system of modern l i t e r a t u r e . The c h r o n i c l e changes but, a t the 
same time, preserves i t s b a s i c p r i n c i p l e s . I t has been r e v i v e d 
with the help of d i f f e r e n t l i t e r a r y genres, s c i e n c e s and p h i 
losophy; i t s p l o t has undergone important m o d i f i c a t i o n s under 
the impact of the changing r e a l i t y but, i n s p i t e of a l l these 
changes the c h r o n i c l e has preserved i t s o r i g i n a l p r i n c i p l e s . 

The 19th-century Russian l i t e r a t u r e was very r i c h i n 
c h r o n i c l e s t r u c t u r e s which belonged to the most important l i 
t e r a r y works a t t h a t time, e. g. S. T. Aksakov's C h r o n i c l e s of 
a Russian Family (1856), N. S. Leskov's Cathedral F o l k (1872) 
and The Impoverished Family (1874), Melnikov-Pechersky's no
v e l s In the Forests (1871-1874) and In the Mountains 
(1875-1881), Saltykov-Shchedrin's Old Times o f ' Poshekhona 
(1887-1889) up to the " i n v e r t e d c h r o n i c l e s " of M. Gorky (The 
Town Okurov, 1909, f o r example) and the c h r o n i c l e p a r o d i e s 
w r i t t e n by K. Fedin and L. Leonov. The a n a l y s i s of the 
c h r o n i c l e ' s typology discovered a t l e a s t the two d i f f e r e n t mo
d e l s of the genre: one s t r e s s e s the space ( l o c a l i t y ) , the 
other accentuates the group of pr o t a g o n i s t s (or j u s t one pro
t a g o n i s t ) . Therefore the elements forming the genre of the 
c h r o n i c l e could be d i v i d e d i n t o the s t a t i c (the d e s c r i p t i o n of 
the l o c a l i t y ) and the dynamic (the d e p i c t i o n of man's course 
of l i f e ) ones. Some of the c h r o n i c l e s l i e between the d e s c r i p 
t i o n of the l o c a l scenery and the fragments of a b i o g r a p h i c a l 
or an a u t o b i o g r a p h i c a l novel. A few years ago we analysed the 
s p a t i a l and the temporal q u a l i t i e s of the c h r o n i c l e i n Russian 
and other European l i t e r a t u r e s . We came to the c o n c l u s i o n 
that the space of the c h r o n i c l e was p r e v a l e n t l y l i n e a r , f i l l e d 
with the s e r i e s of a r t i s t i c d e t a i l s and based on the " c h r o n i c 
l e p u l s a t i o n " which i s c l o s e l y connected with the formation of 
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the stream of time. We used the term " c h r o n i c l e p u l s a t i o n " ex
p e r i m e n t a l l y ; the word " p u l s a t i o n " i s not understood as a na
t u r a l rhythmic movement of a r e g u l a r c h a r a c t e r but as an i r r e 
g u l a r change of s p a t i a l amplitude. The b a s i c f e a t u r e of the 
c h r o n i c l e time i s c h a r a c t e r i z e d as an attempt t o stop or t o 
r e t a r d the time. T h i s trend i s manifested i n the conception of 
death, i n the great number of f i r s t - p e r s o n n a r r a t i v e s and i n 
the formation of a s p e c i f i c understanding of the past, the 
present and the f u t u r e . The dominant f e a t u r e i n the e v o l u t i o n 
of the c h r o n i c l e i s the s t r u g g l e between the l i n e a r time and 
the c l o s e d space, i . e. between the dynamic d e p i c t i o n of the 
course of l i f e and the s t a t i c d e s c r i p t i o n of the c h r o n i c l e l o 
c a l i t y . The disagreement between the two morphological domi
nants can be found i n any c h r o n i c l e . Besides t h i s the c h r o n i c 
l e i s a f r u i t of i t s n a t i o n a l l i t e r a t u r e and m e n t a l i t y which 
can be e a s i l y d i s c o v e r e d i n the s t r u c t u r e of the p l o t i n gene
r a l and i n the genre dominant i n p a r t i c u l a r . 

N.S.Leskov's c h r o n i c l e The Cathedral F o l k (Soborjane, 
1872) c o u l d demonstrate a good example of the development of 
the c h r o n i c l e s t r u c t u r e as a compromise between the l i n e a r and 
the c l o s e d dominants. The work i t s e l f opens up as a t y p i c a l 
c h r o n i c l e with the d e s c r i p t i o n of the Stargorod scenery and 
i t s p r o t a g o n i s t s : the three Orthodox p r i e s t s (Tuberozov, Bene-
fak t o v , Desnicyn), the modern i n t e l l e c t u a l Termosesov, the two 
L i l l i p u t s and s e v e r a l minor characters r e p r e s e n t i n g the S t a r 
gorod community, the l o c a l and the Church a u t h o r i t i e s . The 
c h r o n i c l e s t r u c t u r e i s not compact; i t a l s o c o n t a i n s a l a y e r 
of the f a i r y - t a l e with i t s c o l o u r f u l terminology ( z a r - p t i c a , 
c a r - d e v i c a , S e r y j volk, volsebnyj kover, sapogi-skorochody, 
sapka-nevidimka). 2 The two L i l l i p u t s , e s p e c i a l l y H i k o l a j A f a -
n a s j e v i c , are, as i t seems, pa r t of t h i s f a i r y - t a l e world. 
They repr e s e n t strange creatures from a d i f f e r e n t world, from 
a d i f f e r e n t space and time: there are s t r i k i n g c o l o u r s i n 
t h e i r d r e s s e s and everything i n t h e i r speech comes back t o the 
p a s t ( s t a r a j a skazka). The i n v a s i o n of the f a i r y - t a l e space 
i n t o the space of the c h r o n i c l e ends a t the moment of the 
L i l l i p u t ' s disappearance: " N i k o l a i A f a n a s j e v i c u l e t a j e t , 
i s nim u l e t a j e t i s t a r a j a skazka". The genesis of the chro
n i c l e has been i n v e s t i g a t e d s e v e r a l times. We know t h a t i t 
i s a s s o c i a t e d with the m o t i f s of Leskov's s h o r t - s t o r y Ovcebyk 
(1863) and with the two previous v e r s i o n s C a j u s c i j e d v i z e n i j a 
vody and Bozedomy (published 1868).The genesis of the c h r o n i c 
l e from C a j u s c i j e d v i z e n i j a vody up t o soborjane may be cha
r a c t e r i z e d as a condensation of the t e x t tending towards p h i 
l o s o p h i c a l contemplation and r e f l e c t i o n with the dominant f i 
gure of the a r c h p r i e s t Tuberozov whose course of l i f e has g r a 
d u a l l y become the c e n t r a l p a r t of the p l o t . Tuberozov f i g h t s 
a g a i n s t the s c e p t i c l o c a l i n t e l l i g e n t s i a r e j e c t i n g t r a d i t i o n a l 
morals and, a t the same time, a g a i n s t the orthodox h i e r a r c h y 
c h a r a c t e r i z e d by conservatism and arrogance. The Orthodox 
Church - a c c o r d i n g to Leskov - ceased to look f o r a b e t t e r and 
more harmonized man and s o c i e t y and l o s t a l l the c o n t a c t s with 
the Russian people. Inside the c h r o n i c l e there are s e v e r a l 
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l a r g e d i g r e s s i o n s , among them the most important 
- Tuberozov's d i a r y ("demikotonovaja k n i g a " ) , the skaz ( f i r s t 
-person n a r r a t i v e ) i n s i d e the third-person n a r r a t i v e . The t r a 
d i t i o n a l c h r o n i c l e moves to the stage of the c o n f e s s i o n a l no
v e l . The d i a r y r e f l e c t s the period 1831 - 1861 (1831 i s the 
year of Leskov's b i r t h ) with the gap 1850 - 1857 i n which Tu-
berozov formulates h i s v i s i o n of the world of wisdom and love 
i n the c o n f l i c t with the c r u e l world. At the end of the d i a r y 
and i n the scenes which fo l l o w he became an o l d , t i r e d man 
seeking only harmony and calmness. His l i f e represents a spe
c i f i c symbol of the v a n i t y of a l l man's a c t i o n s as i t i s ex
pressed i n E c c l e s i a s t e s : "Vanity of v a n i t i e s , s a i t h the Prea
cher, v a n i t y of v a n i t i e s ; a l l i s v a n i t y . What p r o f i t hath 
a man of a l l h i s labour which he taketh under the sun? One ge
n e r a t i o n passeth away, and another generation cometh: but the 
e a r t h abideth f o r ever.". I t i s not by chance t h a t i n the l a y 
er of the reminiscences the author mentions the l i v e s and 
works of the w r i t e r s expressing s i m i l a r i d e a s : Awakum Petrov 
and John Bunyan. Leskov's c h r o n i c l e d e p i c t s the p a s s i v i t y of 
the Russian s o c i a l l i f e i n the 19th century; i t i s c l o s e l y 
connected with the t o p i c a l phenomena of t h a t time (the move
ment of the Russian n i h i l i s t s ) , but e s p e c i a l l y i n the p a r t s i n 
which the d e p i c t i o n of man 'B l i f e p r e v a i l s i t becomes the pa
r a b l e of general v a l i d i t y s t r e s s i n g the t r a g i c f a t e of man i n 
h i s t o r y . The pressure of the h i s t o r i c a l process, the tendency 
to o b j e c t i f y the n a r r a t i o n make the c h r o n i c l e i n t e g r a t e the 
" o b j e c t i v e " , " h i s t o r i c a l " points of view even i n the n a r r a t i o n 
of the p r o t a g o n i s t with a l i m i t e d sum of knowledge (the forma
t i o n of the mixed s t r u c t u r e of the f i r s t - p e r s o n and the 
t h i r d - p e r s o n n a r r a t i v e , the tension between the d e p i c t i o n of 
the events and the c h r o n i c l e scenery i n the stream of t i m e ) . 

While the c o n f l i c t between the d e p i c t i o n of the l o c a l i t y 
and the d e s c r i p t i o n of the course of man's l i f e i s present i n 
the whole s t r u c t u r e of Leskov's Cathedral Folk, the two chro
n i c l e s w r i t t e n by the Czech 19th-century author K a r e l Vaclav  
Rais show the gradual e v o l u t i o n of the c h r o n i c l e s t r u c t u r e 
from the c l a s s i c a l c h r o n i c l e based on the antinomy l o c a l - t o 
t a l towards the c o n f e s s i o n a l type of the novel a n a l y z i n g "the 
p i l g r i m ' s progress" of modern times. The c h r o n i c l e The Forgot
ten P a t r i o t s (Zapadli v l a s t e n c i ) was published i n 1893. U n l i k e 
the 19th-century Russian l i t e r a t u r e the Czech l i t e r a t u r e i n 
the climax of the n a t i o n a l r e v i v a l c u l t i v a t e d the genre of the 
c h r o n i c l e r a t h e r i n the end of the 19th and i n the beginning 
of the 20th century (Josef Holecek, Nasi, 1899-1930; A l o i s J i -
rasek, U nas, 1903; A. and V. Mrstik, Rok na v s i , 1903). I t 
may be explained by the f a c t that the c h r o n i c l e always appears 
i n the c r i t i c a l moments i n the development of the n a t i o n a l 
community ( i n Russia-approximately s i n c e 50' s ) . The scenery 
of the v i l l a g e Pozdetin with i t s p r o t a g o n i s t s opens up i n the 
same way as i n Leskov's c h r o n i c l e : "2have, medene slunce chy-
l i c se na tmavomodre, mlznate obloze od poledne k zapadu, ne-
j i s k f i l o a n e s r s e l o sipovim paprskuv, a l e mrazive z i r a l o na 
pahrbkovitou k r a j i n u , po n i i se k r c i l y chalupy horskych dedin, 
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a p o l e v a l o snehovou pudu ruzovyra nadechem." 5 A l s o Rais' p o r t 
r a i t s and d e t a i l s based on comparison remind us of Leskov's 
l i t e r a r y technique: "Stary b y l maly, ramenaty sedlacek s i r o k e 
hlavy, na n i i mel narazenou rarazovku s opelichanym berankem 
a s maslemi z l e j i i zvedenymi, t v a f i vraskami rozsekanych, ob-
r o s t l y c h sedavym strniskem (...)• Mladik b y l s t i h l y holobradek 
rumenych t v a f i , velkych modrych o c i , hustych v l a s u kastano-
vych, do p u l hlavy ukrytych cernym lesklym kastorem, a pod no-
sem se mu p o c i n a l y v l n i t i jemne kni r k y (...)". The c e n t r a l 
c h a r a c t e r of the c h r o n i c l e i s a young teacher Cermak, h i s su
p e r i o r Cizek and the v i l l a g e p r i e s t S t e h l i k . The r o l e of 
Tuberozov's d i a r y from Leskov's c h r o n i c l e i s played by 
Cizek's personal c h r o n i c l e (2 i v o t pomocnika Venceslava Cizka 
v Pozdetine) which i s s i t u a t e d i n s i d e the c h r o n i c l e as a l a r g e 
d i g r e s s i o n read by Cermak. Rais' c h r o n i c l e has symbolic f e a t u 
r e s , too: the b i r d names of the three p r o t a g o n i s t s which 
s t r e s s the importance of music and f o l k l o r e i n Czech n a t i o n a l 
r e v i v a l ( c i z e k - s i s k i n ; at the same time i t i s the Moravian 
nickname f o r a Bohemian; cermak - r o b i n , s t e h l i k - g o l d f i n c h ) , 
the name of the v i l l a g e (Pozdetin) and the t i t l e ( Z a p a d l i 
v l a s t e n c i ) accentuating the old-time and p r o v i n c i a l c h a r a c t e r 
of the l o c a l i t y . A l l t h i s reminds of the symbolic names of 
Leskov's heroes i n The Cathedral Folk ("Tuberozov" i s d e r i v e d 
from the L a t i n word f o r a p l a n t - tuberosa; the name was given 
to some s e m i n a r i s t s f o r modesty and good behaviour; "Benefak-
tov" - i n L a t i n "bene f a c e r e " "Desnicyn" i s d e r i v e d from Old 
Church S l a v o n i c "desnica" - a r i g h t hand). While Leskov i n The 
Cathedral Folk speaks more about the t o p i c a l p o l i t i c a l events 
of h i s time, about the Russian p o l i t i c a l scenery, Rais d e p i c t s 
the process of the Czech n a t i o n a l r e v i v a l i n some remote p a r t s 
of the country. His main i n t e r e s t i s the d e s c r i p t i o n of the 
s t r u g g l e between German and Czech (or S l a v o n i c ) elements: n J a -
ka pomoc, kdyz j s i Nemec! Takovi pani n e v i d i , kde je pravda, 
t f e b a z e na t o maji b r e j l e . Tak, to je moje evangelium*'. 7 The 
s p a t i a l " c h r o n i c l e p u l s a t i o n " i s represented by the t e n s i o n 
between the province and Prague - the symbol of the Czech na
t i o n a l renaissance and of the S l a v o n i c community. The n a r r a t i 
ve s t r a t e g y (the d i a r y i n s i d e the chronicle)., the symbolic 
c h a r a c t e r of the t e x t and the " s p a t i a l p u l s a t i o n " (the p r o v i n 
ce - the g r e a t world) are very s i m i l a r to the general model o f 
the c h r o n i c l e . U nlike Leskov's c h r o n i c l e the model of the d r a 
matic novel i n Rais' t e x t p r e v a i l s i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n of the 
p l o t (the s p e c i f i c "menage a t r o i s " , the dramatic p e r i p e t e i a , 
the love i n c i d e n t and the o p t i m i s t i c c o n c l u s i o n a s s o c i a t i n g 
i n t i m a t e and n a t i o n a l i d e a l s ) . While Leskov's novel i n t e g r a t e s 
the c h r o n i c l e and the c o n f e s s i o n a l novel, Rais' work has more 
or l e s s a dramatic s t r u c t u r e . The course o f l i f e i s d e p i c t e d 
only f r a g m e n t a r i l y ; the l i f e of the young teacher Cermak seems 
to reach i t s climax i n the marriage with h i s beloved g i r l . The 
philosophy of the c h r o n i c l e i s not very profound, t h e w h o l e 
novel has d i d a c t i c , p o l i t i c a l f u n c t i o n s , although the 
author's epilogue accentuates the c h r o n i c l e r o o t s o f the a r t i 
f a c t : "Krkonossky muj p f i t e l zvedev, ze se p f i p r a v u j i n a p s a t i 
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h i s t o r i i ze s t a r e skoly ceske, z a p u j c i l mi zapisky horskeho 
pismaka Vaclava Metelky, nyni j i z davno zesnuleho, jen4 za 
mladych l e t byval skolnira pomocnikem na horske l o k a l i i , pozde-
j i rolnikem a houslarero v Pasekach u Vysokeho nad J i z e r o u . Me-
z i rodinnymi, mravokarnymi, hospodarskymi i kantorskymi po-
znamkami dennimi nasel jsem tam tez hojne vlastenecke v y l e v y 
a stesky, c r t y z tehdejsiho z i v o t a vubec a z kantorskeho 
z v l a s t , jez se mi vr o u c n o s t i i p r a v d i v o s t i svou a bohatymi de-
t a i l y dobovymi vyborne h o d i l y . Pfipominam to pro pamatku onoho 
zveineleho horskeho v l a s t e n c e . " 

In Sunset (Zapad, 1B96) Rais tends to the b i o g r a p h i c a l , 
c o n f e s s i o n a l novel which has a stronger c h r o n i c l e c h a r a c t e r 
d e p i c t i n g the course of the l i f e of the v i l l a g e p r i e s t Antonin 
Kalous. His l i f e was f u l l of a f f e c t i o n f o r the Czech n a t i o n a l 
r e v i v a l and f o r poor v i l l a g e people. The novel c o n t a i n s more 
s o c i a l c r i t i c i s m and s c e p t i c i s m . While i n The Forgotten Pat
r i o t s the prevalent o p t i m i s t i c understatement i s kept by the 
v i l l a g e community, by i t s union, by the f a c t t h a t the people 
there l i v e together having common joys and sorrows, i n Sunset 
the thematic and morphological dominant i s the lonesomeness, 
the s o l i t u d e f e l t by those who f i n d themselves i n the end of 
t h e i r l i v e s . The l i f e i t s e l f i s so c r u e l and the s i n g l e man so 
h e l p l e s s t h a t he i s not able to l i v e i n t h i s world and wants 
to leave i t . The anthropomorphization of the unbearable world 
i s a mere human i l l u s i o n - man's f a t e i s p a r t of the i n d i f f e 
rent world and the cosmos i n which nobody i s i n t e r e s t e d i n the 
solemn mission of mankind. The s c e p t i c i s m of R a i s ' Sunset i s 
expressed by t i t l e (Zapad - Sunset, West, the symbol of the 
end) which represents the semantic transformation of the t i t l e 
of the preceding novel (Zapadli v l a s t e n c i ; both " z a p a d l i " and 
"Zapad" have the same root; i n the f i r s t novel the whole con
n o t a t i o n i s o p t i m i s t i c and admiring, i n the second r e s i g n i n g ) . 
The s c e p t i c v i s i o n of the world i s s i m i l a r to some of 
Chekhov's s h o r t - s t o r i e s belonging to the 'same time (Gusev, 
1890; U b i j s t v o , 1895). 

The development of the genre, the m o d i f i c a t i o n s of i t s 
r e l a t i v e l y s t a b l e model are in f l u e n c e d by the s p i r i t of the 
age, by the concrete p h i l o s o p h i c a l and l i t e r a r y streams and 
ideas. F i n de s i e c l e brings more or l e s s s c e p t i c v i s i o n s of 
the Decadence, the Naturalism and the Symbolism. T h e i r doubts 
and u n c e r t a i n t i e s a n t i c i p a t e d the t r a g i c cataclysms of our 
century the end of which i s drawing near. 

In the development of l i t e r a t u r e the c h r o n i c l e u s u a l l y 
appears i the periods of c r i s e s e i t h e r s o c i a l or p e r s o n a l , 
p s y c h o l o g i c a l . The h a l f of the 19th century i n R u s s i a , the 
tu r n of the 19th century i n Czech lands confirm t h i s presuppo
s i t i o n . I t i s not by chance: the c h r o n i c l e , one of the o l d e s t 
genres i n l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y connected with the novel and the 
myth r e f l e c t s and a c t i v a t e s the deepest and the most hidden 
l a y e r s of human consciousness. 
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