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Apophatic Rhetoric and Romantic Philosophical Prose 

Petr Bukharkin (Berlin) 

I. Introductory Remarks 

1. One of the most important issues in the study of apophatic rhetoric as it is realized in 
artistic literature is the investigation of specific forms and variations of its embodiment – 
both in the material of the text and in the communicative act as a whole. A literary work, 
when viewed from a rhetorical perspective, should be considered not simply as a text but 
as an utterance (in Bakhtin’s understanding; Bakhtin 1986: 473–500), deeply integrated 
into the entire communicative series, all components of which must be considered when 
analyzing the work. 

The structure of the communicative act, which also fulfils aesthetic tasks (something 
that can certainly be said about a literary work as a rhetorical utterance), is generally clear. 
However, I will highlight its key components, setting aside their hierarchy. First, the inten-
tions of the author, which precede the creation of the text; I mean not the biographical 
author but the author as a structural (both formal and semantic) element of the text. This 
author is described as:  

концентрированное воплощение сути произведения, объединяющее всю сис-
тему речевых структур персонажей в их соотношении с повествователем, рас-
сказчиком или рассказчиками и через них являющееся идейно-стилистичес-
ким средоточием, фокусом целого. (Vinogradov 1971: 118) 
[a concentrated embodiment of the essence of the work, uniting the entire system 
of speech structures of the characters in their relationship with the narrator or nar-
rators and through them becoming the ideological-stylistic center, the focus of the 
whole.] 

In this regard, it would be more precise to speak of the intentions of the author/text; in this 
approach to the issue of the author, they are difficult to separate in terms of reception aes-
thetics. Sometimes the author’s intentions are explicit in auto-commentaries1, in which 
case the author as the source of text creation begins to correlate with the biographical au-
thor. However, such cases are rare, and the author’s intentions often remain implicit, re-
quiring interpretation to be drawn from the text. 

 
1  See Muratov, Iezuitova 1998 for various types of auto-interpretation, viewed more from a historical-

literary rather than theoretical perspective. When discussing auto-interpretation, it is important to re-
member that in the case of self-commentary, which is temporally distant from the text's creation, the 
author acts more as a reader of the text rather than its creator. 
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Second, the nature of the logical argumentation, which creates the logical parameters 
of the possible (artistic) world constructed by the text, acting as its presupposition. In clas-
sical rhetorical treatises, this was generally reduced to a relatively limited number of models; 
for example, Lomonosov, in the third book („O raspolozhenii“) of his Kratkoe rukovodstvo 
k krasnorechii͡u (1748), pointed out only three possibilities: conversation, chria (an educa-
tional exercise), and syllogism (see Lomonosov 1952: 295, 311, 331). In the era of the ‘un-
finished word’ („negotovogo slova“, see Mikhailov 1997: 117), there was a rejection of the-
oretically formalized normative declarations regarding logical composition, but this did 
not negate the need for logical structuring in rhetorical utterances. 

This component of the aesthetically engaged communicative act is closely linked to the 
previous one – the intention of the author/text; both precede the process of directly em-
bodying a concept into verbal text. 

Third, orientation toward other ‘alien’ texts, i. e., the dialogism/polylogism of the ar-
tistic word. This issue, first raised by Michail Bakhtin, has developed differently in the 
works of various authors. Today, the orientation of a text toward other texts is rarely ques-
tioned. Michael Riffaterre’s words, opening one of his later books, are relevant here: „Ver-
bal presentations in a text refer to verbal realities from the sociolect“ (Riffaterre 1990: 3); 
to this, we must add – not only from the sociolect but also from other artistic texts. Refer-
ence to textual pseudo-reality, rather than just extratextual reality, is characteristic of rhe-
torical utterance in any historical era. 

This component already relates to the processes of text generation and accompanies its 
unfolding, although it sometimes precedes it. However, the fourth component of rhetori-
cal utterance is entirely text-bound, and that is the text itself. Undoubtedly, it is especially 
important and is the core of the utterance as a whole, as it contains the meanings that the 
utterance seeks to convey. In the aspect of the problem that interests us – the methods of 
actualizing apophatic rhetoric in the text (as the central element of the utterance) – its com-
positional and stylistic levels appear to be the most important. 
2. After briefly outlining these foundational questions, I will move on to the subject of the 
article itself – some cases of apophatic manifestation in two components of the artistic 
communicative act: in the intentions of the author/text and directly in the artistic text, its 
composition, and style. However, as previously noted, authorial intentions are closely tied 
to logical composition, and it is difficult to clearly delineate them, so I will touch on this 
issue as well. As the title suggests, the material for analysis will be (with one exception) ro-
mantic prose. The importance of the apophatic method for romantic artistic thinking was 
noted in the preface to this anthology, so I will not dwell on this. The choice of prose, 
however, may require some clarification: the prose of Russian romantics is generally con-
sidered inferior to their poetic achievements. If we set aside Pushkin’s Arap Petra Velikogo 
(brilliant but still a fragment), Lermontov’s Geroĭ nashego vremeni (which stands in a 
unique position relative to romanticism), and Gogolʹ’s early prose, it is difficult to disagree 
that the prose of that era did not produce works of the same caliber as the lyrics of Bati ͡ush-
kov, Zhukovskiĭ, Baratynskiĭ, or Ti ͡utchev. And its influence on subsequent generations of 
Russian prose writers was not as significant as that of poetry. Romantic prose, in most of 
its manifestations, did not stand the test of time. These works are the focus of this analysis. 
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This choice is primarily driven by the fact that, in poetic text, due to its constitutive 
properties – such as the unity and density of the poetic line and heightened associativity2 
– the word undoubtedly plays the dominant role. Accordingly, apophatic rhetoric is pri-
marily manifested in the lexicon, in the abundance of negations. The description of 
apophatic means in romantic lyricism, carried out by Evgenii Matveev and forming the 
first part of this anthology, demonstrates this across a broad and diverse array of material. 
Of course, other elements of the poetic communicative process are also actualized (in an 
apophatic sense), but they remain somewhat overshadowed by negative lexical construc-
tions. In prose, on the contrary, the lexicon is often pushed into the background; its role is 
always adjusted by other means. Therefore, prose is more interesting for analyzing the 
forms of apophatic rhetoric at the compositional and textual levels. The same can be said 
for certain aspects of stylistic analysis, especially when it extends beyond narrow lexical 
boundaries. Although less evident, this also applies to authorial intentions and the logical 
composition of the work. The relationship between these components and the core of the 
utterance – the text – in prose becomes more complex, particularly due to the more intri-
cate relationship between the author and the text: in prose, the role of narrators/characters 
is incomparably more significant than in lyric poetry. This gives the expression of authorial 
intentions a greater degree of mediation and polysemy, as well as making the relationship 
between logical and verbal composition less direct. 

That said, the focus will not be on romantic prose as a whole but specifically on one of 
its branches – philosophical prose. It is here, for more than obvious reasons, that romanti-
cism’s tendency to express the vague, undefined, and elusive, which escapes logical formu-
lations and even direct verbalization, manifests itself most profoundly, necessitating 
apophatics. However, philosophical prose in Russian romanticism did not produce partic-
ularly bright examples, at least in its fiction literature. The above statement about the qual-
ity of romantic prose compared to poetry applies here as well. Philosophical thought in 
Russian romanticism found its greatest depth and brilliance in poetic form, in Baratynskiĭ 
and Tyutchev, and nothing comparable can be found in prose. This applies even to the 
most serious representative of Russian philosophical romantic prose – Vladimir Odoev-
skiĭ’s Russkie nochi3. 

However, an important clarification is needed: speaking of the relatively low historical 
productivity of romantic prose, which was eclipsed by later, post-romantic literary achieve-
ments and pushed to the periphery of literary culture by the early 1850s, it is essential to 
specify that this applies to fictional literature. Outside the realm of fiction, the romantic 
era produced texts, which, if not strictly philosophical, were certainly philosophical in na-
ture, which had a colossal impact on the subsequent development of Russian self-aware-
ness, and consequently, on Russian literature. Here, I refer to the works of the early Slavo-

 
2  These characteristics of poetic language and poetry in general were, apparently, first described by Ty-

ni ͡anov in 1924 and Larin in 1927. See Tyni ͡anov 1924, Larin 1974. At the end of the 20th century, 
they were systematically described by Ėtkind (1978), effectively, summarizing the results of the efforts 
of that remarkable philological community to which he partly belonged. 

3  On Russian philosophical poetry of the Romantic era see: Ginzburg 1974: 51–126; Maimin 2015: 
239–428. 
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philes, primarily Ivan Kireevskiĭ and Alekseĭ Khomia͡kov. Their example will serve as a basis 
for exploring the first of the research questions posed in this article: how apophatic rhetoric 
can manifest in the intentions of the author/text. 

II. Dual Oppositions and the Nature of Apophatic Rhetoric 

1. Briefly touching upon Khomi ͡akov in his Essays on the History of Russian Literary Style, 
Alekseĭ Chicherin defined him thus: „skoree myslitelʹ, nezheli poėt“ (Chicherin 1985: 371) 
[more of a thinker than a poet]. To some extent, this is true. However, it is only partially 
accurate, for Khomyakov can just as reasonably be called more of a poet than a thinker, or 
rather – a thinker-poet: Khomi͡akov’s literary aspirations not only made him a poet but also 
clearly manifested themselves in his historiosophical and theological works. The same can 
be said about Kireevskiĭ, and not merely because he made attempts at writing fiction, albeit 
with very limited success. More importantly, in his understanding of the word, he reveals 
himself as an artist rather than an analyst.  

Слово, как прозрачное тело духа, должно соответствовать всем его движени-
ям. Поэтому оно беспрестанно должно менять свою краску сообразно беспре-
станно изменяющемуся сцеплению и разрешению мыслей. В его переливчатом 
смысле должно трепетать и отзываться каждое дыхание ума. Оно должно ды-
шать свободою внутренней жизни (Kireevskiĭ 1979: 333) 
[The word, as a transparent body of the spirit, must correspond to all its move-
ments. Therefore, it must constantly change its shade in accordance with the ever-
changing course and resolution of thoughts. Each breath of the mind should reso-
nate and respond in its variegated meanings. It must breathe with the freedom of 
inner life] –  

he wrote in one of his undated fragments. He adhered to this understanding of the word 
not only in his artistic endeavors, which were often unfinished and left little trace, but also 
in his articles, which had an immense and enduring impact.  

Thus, the historiosophical prose of both Khomi ͡akov and Kireevskiĭ can be considered 
a phenomenon of literature, albeit a peculiar one. It is important that the aesthetic essence 
of their own articles was probably understood by them; at the beginning of one of his cen-
tral works, O kharaktere prosveshchenii͡a Evropy i o ego otnoshenii k prosveshchenii ͡u Rossii, 
addressing Egor Komarovskiĭ, Kireevskiĭ writes:  

я прошу позволения дать этой статье форму письма к вам: мысль, что я разгова-
риваю с вами, согреет и оживит мои кабинетные размышления. (Kireevskiĭ 
1979: 249) 
[I ask permission to give this article the form of a letter to you: the thought that I 
am conversing with you will warm and enliven my cabinet reflections.] 

These words not only impart personal tones to the article, which in themselves enhance its 
aesthetic potential, but also indicate an existing and highly influential tradition: use of the 
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epistolary form specifically to impart a certain artistic quality to non-fictional texts. Kireev-
skiĭ used this technique, likely consciously, though with restraint. 

In the context of this discussion, most interesting are the famous articles by these two 
like-minded opponents: their initial Slavophile declarations of 1839 (O staromʺ i novomʺ 
by Khomi͡akov (1900a) and V otvet A. S. Khomi͡akovu by Kireevskiĭ (1979: 143–153)) and 
the final manifestos of early Slavophilism of 1852 – Kireevskiĭ’s aforementioned O kharak-
tere prosveshchenii͡a Evropy i o ego otnoshenii k prosveshchenii͡u Rossii (1979: 248–293) and 
Khomi ͡akov’s Po povodu statʹi I. V. Kireevskago „O kharakterѣ prosvѣshchenii ͡a Evropy i o 
ego otnoshenii kʺ prosvѣshcheniiu͡ Rossii“ (1900b). 

These works form two pairs and were created for polemical purposes, partly in relation 
to each other, as their titles suggest: Kireevskiĭ’s 1839 article was titled V otvet A. S. Kho-
mi͡akovu, and Khomia͡kov’s 1852 piece had a similar title: Po povodu statʹi I. V. Kireevska-
go….The disagreements between the authors mainly concerned their attitude toward An-
cient Rus: Kireevskiĭ idealized it, while Khomi ͡akov was far more realistic in his appraisal of 
the pre-Petrine sociocultural space.  

Соглашаясь безусловно съ нимъ <Киреевским> въ этомъ отношенiи <крити-
ческом анализе Запада и его культуры>, я долженъ признаться, что не могу со-
гласиться с выводами, которые заключаются во второй половинѣ статьи <о 
развитии русского самосознания и культуры> (Khomi ͡akovʺ 1900b: 212) 
[While I agree unconditionally with him <Kireevskiĭ> in this regard <a critical anal-
ysis of the West and its culture>, I must admit that I cannot agree with the conclu-
sions drawn in the second half of the article <concerning the development of Rus-
sian self-consciousness and culture>] –  

wrote Khomia͡kov in response to Kireevskiĭ’s 1852 article. Such differences, despite their 
significance, do not undermine the profound agreement between the two founders of Sla-
vophilism; they were rather like-minded individuals than opponents. Their shared world-
view was based on a common idea that they, in different words but with constant repeti-
tion, placed at the core of all their intellectual activity. One of its expressions is as follows:  

Начала просвещения русского совершенно отличны от тех элементов, из кото-
рых составлялось просвещение народов европейских. (Kireevskiĭ 1979: 256) 
[The principles of Russian Enlightenment are completely different from the ele-
ments that constituted the Enlightenment of European nations.] 

However, what are these elements, and what, thanks to their influence, should Russian 
Enlightenment become? It should become – since it has not yet fully manifested itself; it 
is, as it were, still latent in the depths of national life. The attempt to answer this question 
ultimately constitutes the content of the articles under consideration by both Khomi͡akov 
and Kireevskiĭ (notably, this is true for all early Slavophilism). It is a challenging endeavor.  
2. To at least approximately describe the peculiarity of Russian Enlightenment (under-
stood as the character of Russian intellectual and spiritual life), it was necessary to charac-
terize the principles that defined it. These principles, according to both thinkers, were gen-
erated by the spiritual life of pre-Petrine Russia. This presented a major difficulty: 
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Современную Россiю мы видимъ: она насъ и радуетъ, и тѣснитъ; об ней мы 
можемъ говорить съ гордостью иностранцамъ, а иногда совѣстимся говорить 
даже съ своими, но старую Русь надобно – угадывать. (Khomia͡kovʺ 1900a: 15) 
[We see modern Russia: it both delights and oppresses us; we can speak of it with 
pride to foreigners, yet sometimes we are ashamed to speak even with our own, but 
the old Rus must be – guessed at.] 

To guess means to perceive intuitively rather than through logic. And the results of such 
intuitive insights are difficult to express in logical formulas, as they are, after all, only con-
jectures. Both Khomia͡kov and Kireevskiĭ believed in their own spiritual intuitions and con-
sidered their hypotheses close to the truth. However, they hesitated to express them in pre-
cise rational formulas and constantly resorted to the method of negation, characterizing 
Russian Enlightenment by contrasting it with European Enlightenment. The initial setup 
for text creation for both early Slavophile leaders4 proclaimed that the Western world itself 
reveals its exhaustion and failure:  

Колебанiя общественныя и шаткость государствъ, признающихъ, болѣе или 
менѣе, насильственные перевороты законнымъ путемъ своего развитiя, безси-
лiе и безнравственность быта частнаго и семейнаго, не имѣющаго внутреннихъ 
нравственныхъ основъ, и безнадежность философствующей мысли, обличаю-
щей свою собственную односторонность (Khomia͡kovʺ 1900b: 199) 
[Social instability and the precariousness of states that acknowledge, to a greater or 
lesser degree, violent revolutions as a legitimate path of development, the impo-
tence and immorality of private and family life that lacks internal moral founda-
tions, and the hopelessness of philosophical thought exposing its own one-sided-
ness] – 

this is its objective (in the view of both Kireevskiĭ and Khomi͡akov) self-assessment. To 
avoid ending up in the same situation, Russia must choose a different path, and since this 
is difficult to define, it should be delineated in opposition to that taken by the West. The 
principle of contrast, opposition – in other words, dual opposition as a model of logical 
composition – lies at the foundation of these texts. Such is the intention of the author/text 
and the logical argumentative model determined by it5. 
3. The poles of this opposition are evaluated in the most unambiguous terms: Russian spir-
itual and intellectual life is opposed to the European not merely as different, but as superior 
to the latter. The incomparable superiority of Russia over the West is explained by the fact 
that the Russian Enlightenment grew from more harmonious foundations than the West-
ern one. These harmonious foundations were not proven but simply deduced in contrast 
to the Western world: if there are certain flaws there, Russia is free from them: 

 
4  This setup seems to expand and clarify their main intention: to convince readers and, to some extent, 

themselves of the need for Russia to take a different spiritual and intellectual path than the West. 
5  Although we are dealing with four texts by two authors, from the perspective we are interested in, they 

can be regarded as a unique hypertext with a single shared intention and a unified model of logical 
presupposition. 
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При всемъ томъ, передъ Западомъ мы имѣемъ выгоды неисчислимыя. На на-
шей первоначальной исторiи не лежитъ пятно завоеванiя. Кровь и вражда не 
служили основанiемъ государству Русскому, и дѣды не завѣщали внукамъ пре-
данiй ненависти и мщенiя. Церковь, ограничивъ кругъ своего дѣйствiя, никог-
да не утрачивала чистоты своей жизни внутренней и не проповѣдовала дѣтямъ 
своимъ уроков неправосудiя и насилiя. Простота до-Татарскаго устройства 
областного не чужда была истины человѣческой, и законъ справедливости и 
любви взаимной служилъ основанiем этого быта, почти патрiархальнаго. 
(Khomia͡kovʺ 1900a: 28–29) 
[Despite everything, we have countless advantages over the West. Our early history 
bears no stain of conquest. Blood and enmity did not serve as the foundation of the 
Russian state, and our ancestors did not bequeath to their descendants the legacy 
of hatred and vengeance. The Church, while limiting its sphere of action, never lost 
the purity of its inner life and did not preach injustice and violence to its children. 
The simplicity of the pre-Tatar regional structure was not alien to human truth, 
and the law of justice and mutual love served as the foundation of this almost pa-
triarchal way of life.] 

Later, Khomi ͡akov himself took a more critical view of the ancient Russian heritage, but 
this did not undermine the fundamental idea of Slavophilism. Similarly, the description of 
the positive attributes of Russian consciousness was not made directly but through a neg-
ative characterization of the West. Thus, thirteen years after Khomia͡kov’s manifesto, 
Kireevsky wrote in the same vein: 

Христианство, проникнув в Россию, не встретилo в ней тех громадных затруд-
нений, с какими должно было бороться в Риме и Греции и в европейских зем-
лях… Чистому влиянию его учения на внутреннюю и общественную жизнь че-
ловека словенский мир не представил тех неодолимых препятствий, какие оно 
находило в сомкнутой образованности мира классического и в односторон-
ней образованности народов западных. (Kireevskiĭ 1979: 259)  
[Christianity, having penetrated Russia, did not encounter those enormous diffi-
culties it had to struggle with in Rome, Greece, and the lands of Europe… The 
Slavic world presented no insurmountable obstacles to the pure influence of its 
teachings on the inner and public life of a person, unlike the enclosed civilization 
of the classical world and the one-sided civilization of Western peoples.] 

The true flaws of Russians, which differed from those of Western Christians, were either 
ignored by the founders of Slavophilism (as with Kireevskiĭ) or noted but neutralized by 
subsequent judgments (as with Khomia͡kov). Their thoughts did not extend beyond the 
logical model underlying the creation of their texts. This model, based on an axiologically 
colored dual opposition, among other things, led to the persistent stringing together of 
negations, which is so characteristic of many of the Slavophile leaders’ writings. 

Such chains give lexical negation a rhetorical character; it can be argued that purely lin-
guistic meanings are being transformed, and this quite significantly. Through constant re-
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petition, negations begin not merely to negate but to point to something opposite to them-
selves, something that has not yet taken shape but is only meant to emerge in the future 
and that, due to this indeterminacy, is almost impossible to express in direct, positive terms. 
In summary, one could say that the consecutive repetition of negations gives them an 
apophatic meaning. 

The significance of this meaning becomes more apparent when considering the entire 
utterance: the author’s intentions and the logical composition of the text, based on a dual 
opposition whose evaluative nature is not only obvious but accentuated, make the 
apophatic orientation of the early Slavophile manifestos abundantly clear. Such a rhetori-
cal mode shifts the argumentation, which is so crucial for historiosophical publicism, into 
a different domain – not a purely logical one but a rhetorical one, where logic is signifi-
cantly reinforced by emotions: influencing the emotions of recipients has always been, 
since Aristotle, one of the most important methods of rhetorical persuasion. In Khomi ͡a-
kov and Kireevskiĭ, this method not only complements their rational constructs but often 
displaces and, to a great extent, replaces them. Logically proving the superiority of future 
Russian education (i. e., intellectual and spiritual culture) over Western European culture 
was not possible–there were clearly not enough positive arguments. Thus, they resorted to 
apophatics, which allowed them to persuade readers (or at least attempt to do so) not with 
verifiable arguments of reason but with emotional intensity. 

III. The ‘Inexpressible’ and the Composition of the Text 

Невыразимое подвластно ль выраженью? 
Жуковский 

[Can the inexpressible be subjected to expression? 
 Zhukovskiĭ] 

1. A completely different type of interaction between apophatic authorial intentions and 
the text they generate can be observed in a literary monument of Russian Romanticism 
that differs significantly from the programmatic works of the Slavophiles: Odoevskiĭ’s Rus-
skie nochi. Published in 1844 as part of a three-volume collection of the writer’s works, 
some fragments of the book had previously been published separately as independent sto-
ries. Although Russkie nochi caused a considerable stir, it never became a national cultural 
event in Russian literature, failing to elevate itself above its time. The reaction of Valerian 
Maĭkov and Vissarion Belinskiĭ, critics who fully expressed the intellectual trends of the 
1840s and who were close to the dominant literary tastes of the following decades, is quite 
telling in this regard: „Sochineniia Odoevskogo byli pamiatnikom ushedshei epokhi“ (Zy-
kova, Meshcherina, Vat͡suro 1999: 398) [Odoevskiĭ’s works were monuments of a bygone 
era]. In some sense, Russkie nochi is comparable to Sumerki by Evgeniĭ Baratynskiĭ, al-
though the later fate of Sumerki (and all of Baratynskiĭ’s poetry) was considerably happier. 
Russian Nights, despite attempts to reassess its reputation, has remained on the periphery 
of literary history. However, there is no doubt that it ranks among the best achievements 
not only of Odoevskiĭ but of Russian Romantic prose as a whole. In the context of this 
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discussion – forms of expressing apophatic rhetoric in an artistic text – Russkie nochi is 
particularly remarkable. 

Much of Odoevskiĭ’s worldview resonated with the ideas of Khomi͡akov, Kireevskiĭ, 
and other Slavophiles of the 1840s and 1850s. It is true, however, that Odoevskiĭ cannot 
precisely be called a Slavophile; he belonged to that generation which embraced both fu-
ture Slavophilism and Westernism. Representatives of this generation, in some sense, trans-
cended this opposition, finding both camps too constricting; the most notable examples 
here are Pushkin and Gogolʹ. On this point, Gert͡sen remarked in the fourth part of Byloe i 
dumy: „V nachale byli tolʹko ottenki, a ne mnenii͡a, ne partii“ (1956: 26) [At the beginning, 
there were only shades, not opinions, not parties]. Nevertheless, many of Odoevskiĭ’s judg-
ments, including several passages in Russkie nochi, are very close to the tenets of Slavophi-
lism. This is particularly true of the writer’s conviction that the Western world had lost its 
vitality, was empty, and spiritually dead, and that Russia was poised to take its place. This 
is clearly evidenced by the concluding phrase of the novel: „Devi͡atnadt͡satyĭ vek prinadle-
zhit Rossii“ (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 183) [The nineteenth century belongs to Russia]; a phrase 
that reappears earlier in the novel in Faust’s impassioned monologue in the „Ėpilog“, a mo-
nologue that clearly reflects many of the author’s own convictions. 

Nevertheless, Odoevskiĭ’s opus magnum is not identical to the works of the Slavo-
philes, even ideologically. What is more, it differs from them in its artistic form. Russkie 
nochi is, with reservations, a novel, albeit an unconventional one:  

Это произведение уникальное по мысли, по характеру композиции, по жанро-
вой своей природе. Это, одновременно, и роман, и драма, и философский 
трактат, и дидактическая книга. Может быть, ближе всего „Русские ночи“ то-
му определению романа, которое было дано ранними немецкими романтика-
ми. (Maĭmin 1975: 261–262) 
[It is a work unique in its ideas, its compositional nature, and its genre. It is simul-
taneously a novel, a drama, a philosophical treatise, and a didactic book. Perhaps, 
Russkie nochi is closest to the definition of a novel as conceived by the early German 
Romantics.] 

The deep connection of Odoevskiĭ’s work with the German Romantics’ understandings 
of the novel was noted over a century ago by Vasiliĭ Gippius (Gippiusʺ 1914: 16, second 
pagination). However, most importantly, the intention of Russkie nochi (which I believe 
corresponds to the author’s intention – in this case, the author’s and the text’s intentions 
coincide; it is difficult to speak of expanding the horizon of expectation in Russkie nochi, 
which is probably why the novel remained somewhat marginal in the history of Russian 
literature) is fundamentally different from that in the previously discussed works by Kho-
mi ͡akov and Kireevskiĭ.  
2. The central artistic idea of Russkie nochi, or its ultimate thematic goal, is to reveal most 
fully and clearly the complexity and ambiguity of life, where the visible and the hidden 
often contradict each other, where constant alternatives arise, and where the line between 
the real and the imagined/imaginary is blurred. This semantic dominant is vividly mani-
fested in the „Nochʹ chetvertai͡a“, in the novellas that comprise it: „Brigadir“, „Bal“, „Msti-
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telʹ“, and „Nasmeshka mertvet͡sa“. It is also palpable, though in a slightly different way, in 
„Posledniĭ kvartet Betkhovena“ („Nochʹ shestai͡a“) and in „Sebastʹi ͡an Bakh“ („Nochʹ vosʹ-
maia͡“). Odoevskiĭ seeks to convey this idea not directly but indirectly through descriptions, 
including those of nature. For instance, consider the opening lines of the „Nochʹ devia͡-
tai ͡a“:  

Вечернее солнце пылало над величавой рекою; алые облака рассыпались по си-
зому небу, и каждое светилось стороною, обращенную к солнцу, а другою ис-
чезало в тумане. (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 132)  
[The evening sun blazed over the majestic river; scarlet clouds scattered across the 
gray sky, each glowing on the side turned towards the sun and disappearing into 
mist on the other.] 

The duality of the clouds perceived by Faust reflects the multifaceted nature of being, 
which cannot be reduced to simple definitions and unambiguous evaluations. This duality, 
or rather, the ambiguity of the surrounding world corresponds perfectly with the state of 
the protagonist who is simultaneously confident, „clear in his gaze“ (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 134), 
and melancholy, thus, internally unsettled. 

The same fundamental idea appears in the conversations of the friends (Faust, Viktor, 
Vi ͡acheslav, and Rostislav), whose dialogues form the architectonic, and perhaps also the 
compositional, frame of the novel; this is particularly evident in Faust, who repeatedly 
states that no theory is capable of explaining life in its entirety or of helping people achieve 
their desired goal – happiness.  

Между тем время проходило, юноши становились мужами, а их вопросы... 
вопросы не находили ответа. („Nochʹ vtorai͡a“, Odoevskiĭ 1975: 19). 
[Meanwhile, time passed, the youths became men, but their questions... their ques-
tions remained unanswered.] 

A further example is a fragment from the „Nochʹ pi ͡atai͡a“: „I ͡a ne ponimai ͡u, chto ėti gos-
poda khoteli dokazatʹ svoeĭ istorieĭ, – skazal Via͡cheslav“ (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 72) [„‘I do not 
understand what these gentlemen were trying to prove with their story’, said Vyacheslav“]. 
Faust replied: „Dokazatʹ? Reshitelʹno nichego!“ (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 72) [Prove? Absolutely 
nothing!]. This thematic complex, presented in various forms, constitutes the content of 
the „Ėpilog“,which takes up almost a quarter of the novel and serves as its conclusion. 
Moreover, it is in the „Ėpilog“ that the idea that the impossibility of fully explaining life 
and humanity’s place within it stems primarily from the extraordinary difficulty (if not the 
outright impossibility) of expressing thought in words is most clearly articulated. This idea 
was mentioned earlier as well, for example, at the beginning of the „Nochʹ devi ͡atai͡a“, in a 
dialogue between Faust and Rostislav: 

Ростислав. Следственно, ты не допускаешь возможности логического постро-
ения мыслей? Фауст. Я пока не допускаю того, чтоб люди, говоря между со-
бою, совершенно понимали друг друга. (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 134) 
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[Rostislav: Consequently, you do not allow for the possibility of constructing log-
ical thoughts? Faust: For now, I do not allow for people to fully understand each 
other when conversing.]  

However, in the „Ėpilog“, this thought is stated with utmost clarity right at the outset: 

Ростислав. То есть, эти господа разными окольными дорогами дошли опять 
до того, с чего начали, то есть, до рокового вопроса о назначении жизни... Вя-
чеслав. Нет, они, кажется, по предчувствию, что ли, хотели доказать любимую 
фаустову мысль о том, что мы не можем выражать своих мыслей и что, говоря, 
мы друг друга не понимаем… Фауст [...] Я не говорю, чтоб слова наши вовсе 
не годились для выражения мысли, – но утверждаю, что тождество между 
мыслию и словом простирается лишь до некоторой степени; определить эту 
степень действительно невозможно посредством слов – ее должно ощутить в 
себе. (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 140–141) 
[Rostislav: So, these gentlemen have, by various winding paths, returned to where 
they started – to the fateful question of the purpose of life...Vyacheslav: No, they 
seemed to want to prove, through a sort of premonition, Faust’s favorite idea that 
we cannot express our thoughts, and that when speaking, we do not understand 
one another... Faust: [...] I am not saying that our words are entirely unsuitable for 
expressing thoughts–but I assert that the equivalence between thought and word 
extends only to a certain degree; determining this degree is truly impossible through 
words – it must be felt within oneself.] 

This passage appears to be the most crucial for understanding the main semantic vector of 
Russkie nochi. The ultimate meanings of existence cannot be fully articulated in words; 
they are conveyed through silence, hints, and allegory. Incidentally, the second epigraph to 
the novel, taken from the tenth chapter of the first book of Goethe’s Wilhelm Meisters 
Wanderjahre, directly emphasizes allegory as a necessary form of discussing things that are 
difficult and incomprehensible (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 7: „Bei schwer begreiflichen Dingen“). 
Odoevskiĭ deeply and organically internalized the mystical-religious aspirations of German 
Romanticism:  

Мiръ явленiй полонъ тайны, и, классифицируя эти явленiя въ общихъ понятi-
яхъ, соединяя и раздѣляя ихъ по законамъ логики и освѣщая свѣтомъ разума, 
мы слишкомъ часто теряемъ въ нихъ самое важное и индивидуальное, невыра-
зимое на языкѣ нашего мышленiя. (Zhirmunskiĭ 1914: 8) 
[The world of phenomena is full of mystery, and by classifying these phenomena 
into general concepts, combining and separating them according to the laws of 
logic and illuminating them with the light of reason, we too often lose in them what 
is most important and individual, what is inexpressible in the language of our 
thought.] 

These words could well have been repeated by Faust, the novel’s main ideological hero, and 
by the author himself. Therefore, an apophatic approach is necessary. 
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3. Thus, the intention of the author/text in Russkie nochi is not to use negation to provide 
a positive characterization of the future Russian culture, as it was in Khomi ͡akov and Kire-
evskiĭ, but to attempt to express the inexpressible in an artistic text. This approach leads to 
different forms of apophatic rhetoric in the text compared to the Slavophile articles. 
Indeed, Russkie nochi occasionally features the same negations typical of the early Sla-
vophile manifestos. In the first paragraph of the novel, in the „<Vvedenie>“, which con-
sists of only 20 lines, the following negative words and expressions can be found:  

необоримой силы […] невольно […] не останавливает […] ни житейские печали 
и радости, ни мятежная деятельность, ни смиренное созерцание […] независи-
мо […] не изменяет ни их существа, ни их образа действия […] неразгаданная 
гармония. (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 7)  
[irresistible force […] involuntarily […] does not stop […] neither worldly sorrows 
nor joys, nor rebellious activity, nor humble contemplation […] independently […] 
does not alter their essence or their mode of action […] unsolved harmony.] 

However, they clearly play a subordinate, secondary role; far more significant apophatic 
rhetorical means are found at the level of composition in the novel. 

Primarily, these are the numerous ellipses. These seemingly simple methods of graph-
ical text arrangement are very important for the novel’s composition – both verbal and 
semantic. Ellipses appear early in Russkie nochi – in the friends' dialogues and in the em-
bedded novellas, often appearing in semantically significant positions where the text 
touches on fundamental issues of existence. As early as in the opening scene of the novel, 
in the „Nochʹ pervaia͡“ when characterizing Rostislav’s state of mind and thoughts, we see:  

„Просвещение“… на этом слове он невольно остановился. Мысли его более и 
более распространялись, более и более становились важнее... (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 
10) 
[„Enlightenment“… on this word he involuntarily paused. His thoughts expanded 
further and further, becoming increasingly important…] 

Смерть народа… страшное слово! (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 11) 
[The death of a nation… frightening words!]  

Мы знаем ваше прошедшее... Но знаем ли свое будущее? (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 11)  
[We know your past… But do we know our future?].  

The „Nochʹ vtorai͡a“ and the manuscript „Opere del Cavaliere Giambattista Piranesi“ from 
the „Nochʹ tretʹi ͡a“ also conclude with ellipses. 

With caution, one might say that gradually, as the philosophical narrative of Russkie 
nochi unfolds, ellipses become more frequent. The novellas within the novel, each present-
ing its own perspective, reinforce the notion of the contradictory nature of existence, the 
deceptive nature of its external manifestations, and its elusive inner essence. The commen-
tary on these novellas, given in the dialogues between Rostislav, Viktor, Vi ͡acheslav, and 
Faust (either directly or indirectly), further clarifies these ideas. The notion that the ulti-
mate meanings cannot simply be verbalized becomes increasingly pronounced, leading to 
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the heightened presence of ellipses – as a special form of silence, graphically expressed, as a 
silent indication of the hidden depths of life that are not easily articulated in words; here, 
the verbal transitions into the visual. 

In some cases, there are chains of ellipses of varying types. They can saturate descrip-
tions or characters’ speech:  

Едва почуяли они, что жилище их должно ограничиться одними гравирован-
ными картинами, как вознегодовали на меня... Я уже был на смертной посте-
ли, как вдруг... Слыхали ль вы о человеке, которого называют вечным жидом? 
Все, что рассказывают о нем, – ложь: этот злополучный перед вами... (Odoev-
skiĭ 1975: 32) 
[As soon as they sensed that their home must be limited to only the engraved pic-
tures, they became angry with me… I was already on my deathbed when suddenly… 
Have you heard of the man they call the Wandering Jew? Everything they say about 
him is a lie: that unfortunate man stands before you…] 

In this excerpt from the old man’s story, the protagonist of the novella „Opere del Cavaliere 
Giambattista Piranesi“, three out of four sentences end in ellipses but more frequently, el-
lipses appear at the end of paragraphs, especially in the friends’ conversations, which are 
often contemplative. There are cases of what could be called punctuational epiphora, span-
ning several paragraphs; this occurs, for example, at the beginning of the „Nochʹ devi ͡atai͡a“: 
after a rather concise description of the scenery and Faust’s state of mind, four consecutive 
paragraphs representing the dialogue between Faust and Rostislav end with ellipses (see 
Odoevskiĭ 1975: 132). The same can be seen in the „Ėpilog“: closer to its conclusion, after 
Faust’s extended monologue in which he criticizes contemporary science for its lack of a 
comprehensive theory, six more paragraphs – a dialogue between Faust and Viktor – fol-
low. Five of them end with ellipses, only one (Faust’s first reply) ends with a period, and 
even there an ellipsis is used within the sentence (see Odoevskiĭ 1975: 170–171). A page 
later, we encounter a similar punctuational epiphora – of the eleven dialogue paragraphs 
among Faust, Viktor, and Vi͡acheslav, two end with periods, one with a question mark, and 
eight with ellipses (see Odoevskiĭ 1975: 173). 

Ellipses become an important and consistently employed principle for connecting par-
agraphs, influencing not only the verbal but also the semantic composition of Russkie no-
chi. They begin to form a kind of secondary semantic plot of the novel – not articulated in 
words but nevertheless palpable. This plot consists of indicating – through sheer visuality, 
i. e., a kind of silence – the ultimate inexpressibility of the deeper content of life. 

Rhetorical questions in Odoevskiĭ’s novel serve a similar function. Already in „Nochʹ 
pervai ͡a“ when ‘significant questions’ are raised for the first time – questions concerning 
the meaning of history and life itself (contemplated by Rostislav, one of the philosophical 
characters of Russkie nochi) – we encounter an accumulation of rhetorical questions: 

Просвещение! Наш XIX век называют просвещенным; но в самом ли деле мы 
счастливее того рыбака, который некогда, может быть, на этом самом месте, 
где теперь пестреет газовая толпа, расстилал свои сети? Что вокруг нас? 
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Зачем мятутся народы? Зачем, как снежную пыль, разносит их вихорь? Зачем 
плачет младенец, терзается юноша, унывает старец? Зачем общество враждует 
с обществом и, еще более, с каждым из своих собственных членов? Зачем желе-
зо рассекает связи любви и дружбы? Зачем преступление и несчастие считается 
необходимою буквою в математической формуле общества? (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 
10) 
[Enlightenment! Our 19th century is called enlightened; but are we truly happier 
than the fisherman who once, perhaps, cast his nets at this very place where the 
illusory crowd now throngs? What is around us? 
Why do nations stir? Why does the whirlwind scatter them like powdery snow? 
Why does the child cry, the youth suffer, the old man despair? Why does society 
conflict with society and, even more so, with each of its own members? Why does 
iron sever the bonds of love and friendship? Why is crime and misfortune consid-
ered a necessary element in society’s mathematical formula?]  

Eight consecutive rhetorical questions immediately create an atmosphere of epistemologi-
cal uncertainty. It is reinforced by anaphoric questioning, which emerges on the next page 
and encompasses six lines: 

Ты говоришь мне о законе природы; но как угадал ты его? [...] 
Ты говоришь мне о пользе просвещения? [...] 
Ты говоришь мне о вреде просвещения? [...] 
Ты говоришь мне о форме правления? [...] 
Ты говоришь мне о религиозном чувстве? [...] 
Ты говоришь мне о фанатизме? [...] (Odoevskiĭ 1975: 11) 
[You speak to me of the law of nature; but how did you guess it? [...] 
You speak to me of the benefits of enlightenment? [...] 
You speak to me of the harm of enlightenment? [...] 
You speak to me of the form of government? [...] 
You speak to me of religious feeling? [...] 
You speak to me of fanaticism?] 

This sense of anxious bewilderment intensifies, becoming a kind of emotional dominant 
of the fragment, amplified by the dual nature of the anaphora – not only syntactic but also 
lexical (six repetitions of the phrase „Ty govorishʹ mne o…“ [You speak to me of…]), the 
rhetorical address within this phrase, and additional interrogative constructions: in two 
cases (the first and fourth positions), the anaphoric sentence is followed by a further inter-
rogative statement. Additionally, the entire anaphoric sequence is preceded by an initial 
rhetorical question. 
4. Doubts about the possibility of arriving at definitive answers to the most general ques-
tions of existence are deeply emotional in Russkie nochi, an effect achieved through an 
abundance of rhetorical exclamations. Incidentally, the question anaphora cited above is 
preceded and surrounded by numerous exclamations. The author seeks to show the irre-
sistible striving of human consciousness to resolve the ultimate questions. Despite all the 
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doubts in the results they obtain, humans, nonetheless, persist in their pursuit of truth, 
straining all their strength. These doubts do not, however, deny the existence of truth itself 
– despite its transcendence, it is present in the world, although it defies simple verbal ex-
pression. The very agitation of human consciousness when contemplating the problem of 
understanding the universe, the constant return to this problem, and the dissatisfaction 
with what has been achieved – all of this (pointed to by the compositional and rhetorical 
features of the novel) testifies to the human potential to comprehend existence. Compre-
hend, but not express the results of such comprehension in words. For this, apophaticism 
is necessary, allowing one to convey the inexpressible (but present in the world and acces-
sible to the mystical planes of human consciousness) through the non-verbal means of the 
text. 

Despite their considerable proximity, the Slavophile manifestos and Russkie nochi are 
not identical; they differ greatly in their approaches, and these distinct orientations define 
their differences. Apophaticism in Khomia͡kov and Kireevskiĭ is manifested primarily by 
negation; its goal is, through contrast, the method of ‘via negativa’, to demonstrate the fu-
ture superiority of Russian intellectual and spiritual life over Western culture. Without 
proving their claims (for which they lack sufficient convincing arguments), they strive to 
persuade using not logic but rhetoric, meant to stir emotions in the audience and, by evok-
ing sympathetic responses, win them over. 

As mentioned earlier, the tension of emotional tone is also evident in Russkie nochi. 
However, the text’s intention here is entirely different: to show the impossibility of final 
answers to the ultimate questions of existence and simultaneously to point to those depths 
that are palpable but cannot fit into ordinary words. This, incidentally, significantly re-
duces the triumphal hymn to Russia that is found in the „Ėpilog“. The characters want to 
agree with it, but the novel’s entire pathos, defined by its guiding intention, shifts these 
optimistic hopes into a different modality, a strictly subjunctive one – perhaps it will be so, 
but it is just as likely that everything will turn out otherwise. For Khomi ͡akov’s and Kireev-
skiĭ’s essays, Russia’s brilliant future is beyond doubt (though it is possible the authors 
themselves, not just their texts, harbored doubts). For Russkie nochi, as well as for Odoev-
skiĭ himself, this future is far from certain; it is only one of many possibilities. These doubts, 
not directly expressed but inferred from the entire utterance, which is Russkie nochi viewed 
sub specie rhetoricae, once again set Odoevskiĭ apart from the Slavophiles. 

IV. "Roughness" of Style as a Means of Apophatic Rhetoric 

1. Odoevskiĭ’s Russkie nochi aims for a mystical, i. e., non-rational, understanding of the 
world that cannot be verbalized logically, in full accordance with certain tendencies of Ro-
mantic thought most clearly represented in German culture, with which the writer was 
deeply connected:  

Романтизмъ, какъ широкое культурно-историческое явленiе, связанъ съ воз-
рожденiемъ мистическаго чувства, т. е. положительнаго чувства присутствiя 
безконечнаго, божественнаго во всемъ конечномъ и земномъ – въ природѣ и 
въ душѣ человѣка. При этомъ въ романтизмѣ мистическое чувство не устрем-
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лено въ мiры иные, не отрицаетъ жизни, какъ это было въ среднiе вѣка: вся 
жизнь, во всемъ своемъ многообразiи, во всей своей полнотѣ принимается и 
благословляется романтиками, какъ содержащая въ себѣ божественный 
смыслъ. (Zhirmunskiĭ 1919: 17) 
[Romanticism, as a broad cultural-historical phenomenon, is associated with the 
revival of mystical feeling, i. e., a positive sense of the presence of the infinite, the 
divine, in everything finite and earthly – in nature and in the human soul. In Ro-
manticism, this mystical feeling is not directed towards other worlds and does not 
deny life, as it did in the Middle Ages; all of life, in all its diversity and fullness, is 
accepted and blessed by the Romantics as containing divine meaning.] 

In this context, Romantic literature faced the challenge of pointing to these ‘divine mean-
ings’ without diminishing them while keeping them partially hidden – as far as possible in 
a verbal text. These intentions determined the compositional features of Russkie nochi dis-
cussed above. However, there were also other means, beyond the realm of punctuation and 
graphical composition, related to the stylistic parameters of the text. 

The problem of style in Russian literature had acquired a new dimension by the end of 
the Romantic era, in the second half of the 1830s–1840s, one that differed from earlier 
perspectives. To grossly simplify the issue, one could say that earlier, stylistic questions 
were closely intertwined with those of literary language itself. The stylistic texture of the 
works of Lomonosov or Sumarokov, as well as later authors like Fonvizin, Derzhavin, Ra-
dishchev, Karamzin, and others, became a matter of history (or, more accurately, pre-
history) for the contemporary Russian literary language, which was then taking shape6. 
This situation began to change somewhat at the beginning of the 19th century. Poets be-
longing to the literary-linguistic movement that Lidii ͡a Ginzburg called the school of har-
monic precision (see Ginzburg 1974) based their poetic practices on certain notions of an 
aesthetic-linguistic norm that existed not in abstract rhetorical prescriptions but in the spe-
cific Russian linguistic context of their time. This norm (or, more precisely, guideline) of 
harmonic precision was what they sought to embody in their own poetic texts, each in their 
own way. 

Pushkin’s work, which completed the process of forming the new literary language, 
ultimately set the standard for what future writers should strive for. From this moment 
onward, new stylistic opportunities opened up for authors: to depart from these standards 
and oppose them with their own individual style (idiolect), in order to point through it to 
the deeper content of life concealed beneath its external surface – a surface that, for its 
realization in words, used the exemplary language. However, this deeper content, these 
higher, and thus mysterious, meanings of existence cannot be contained within the bound-
aries of that language; a different stylistic format is needed. Here, we encounter a stylistic 

 
6  It is no coincidence that the history of the Russian literary language of the second half of the 18th to 

the early 19th century is often reduced to the description of the idiolects of individual writers. See gen-
eral works (Vinogradov 1938, Levin 1964, Meshcherskiĭ 1981) as well as more specialized monographs 
(Gorshkov 1982). It should be noted that Derzhavin’s idiolect, in this regard, has been inadequately 
researched. 
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phenomenon that is somewhat analogous to the concept of ‘reverse perspective’, perform-
ing a similar function.7 
2. The first to explore such possibilities were poets who were previously brilliant represent-
atives of the ‘school of harmonious precision’: Pushkin and Baratynskiĭ. This is extremely 
significant, especially in relation to Pushkin. Having manifested, through his artistic activ-
ity, the new principles of literary language as exemplary, he almost immediately began using 
deviations from the standard established by his own poetic style as an important means of 
addressing the ultimate questions of existence. I refer to his religious-philosophical lyrics 
such as „Strannik“, or the so-called Kamennoostrovskiĭ t ͡sikl. In all these poetic works, Push-
kin turned precisely to those „divine meanings“ (to use Zhirmunskiĭ’s definition) that he 
sensed in the flow of life and that rose above it. To embody these meanings in poetic lan-
guage, the style had to correspond to such a rise. Pushkin does this, demonstrating inven-
tiveness, stylistic virtuosity, and his inherent sense of proportion, while the degree of devi-
ation from the general linguistic norms (again, norms established within Russian literary 
culture largely by himself) gradually increases in his lyrics. Thus, in „Vospominanie“ – one 
of the earliest of Pushkin’s philosophical-meditative poems (Maimin 2015: 347: „odnom 
iz pervykh po vremeni filosofsko-meditativnykh stikhotvoreniĭ Pushkina“) – we see only a 
shadow of archaism that lends the poem an elevation without making its stylistic move-
ment unclear. Nevertheless, against the backdrop of Evgeniĭ Onegin, for instance, it devi-
ates significantly from the norms of poetic language represented, among other works, by 
the verse novel itself. The primary role in achieving this effect of slight unusualness is 
played by the combination of Church Slavonicisms such as „stogny grada“ in the second 
line: 

И на немые стогны града. (Pushkin 1977: 57) 
[And on the mute streets of the city.] 

The impulse set by it is supported by verbs like „nali ͡azhet“ [descends] and „vlachatsi͡a“ 
[drag], the phrase „tomitelʹnogo bdenʹi ͡a“ [of weary vigil], and the inversion in the eighth 
line: 

Змеи сердечной угрызенья. (Pushkin 1977: 57) 
[The snake’s heart bite.] 

This creates a sense of a special kind of loftiness, implying a discussion of highly significant 
issues for which an unequivocal resolution is hardly possible. No wonder the final draft, 
omitted during publication in Severnye t ͡svety, ends with two lines that remove the very 
possibility of clear answers: 

И оба говорят мне мертвым языком  
О тайнах счастия и гроба. (Pushkin 1977: 417) 

 
7  For more information on the reverse perspective that defines the composition of an icon and allows 

the iconographer to address their primary epistemological tasks, see Florenskiĭ 1993; the article is dated 
1919/20. Also see the works of Boris Uspenskiĭ (1995a; 1995b). 
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[And both speak to me in a dead language 
Of the secrets of happiness and the grave.] 

In the printed text, this motif is absent, but the poem’s semantic direction still retains a 
certain ambiguity; it deals with problems that rise above the ordinary course of life. This is 
reflected in its somewhat unusual poetic style. 

Yet, even in this dimension of Pushkin’s style, there are no rough edges, and deviations 
from the norms of literary language are not very significant and lack sharpness. During the 
1830s, such deviations became more pronounced, reaching their greatest clarity in the po-
ems of the Kamennoostrovskiĭ t ͡sikl8. The archaism of their language not only indicates the 
‘elevation’ of the questions posed in them, but simultaneously attests to the difficulty (per-
haps even the impossibility) of their straightforward and ‘simple’ verbal expression. Con-
sequently, in this mode of Pushkin’s poetic language that we are now considering, traits of 
apophatic expression begin to emerge. 

This is even more true for Baratynskiĭ’s lyrics during the last decade of his literary ca-
reer, when the poet consistently resorts to cumbersome syntactic constructions that are 
difficult to perceive (Kuprei͡anova 1957: 38: „postoi͡anno pribegaet k gromozdkim sintak-
sicheskim konstrukt͡sii ͡am, vesʹma trudnym dlia͡ vosprii͡atiia͡“), combining complex syntax 
with unusual vocabulary, incorporating both rare Church Slavonicisms and colloqui-
alisms, marked by unusual tropological transformations (see Kuprei ͡anova 1957: 38–40; 
Chicherin 1985: 388–398). As a result, the poetic style becomes extremely complex, ob-
scure, and requires considerable effort to comprehend its hidden meaning. Its texture be-
gins to express the difficulties of understanding and verbal expression of the depths of life, 
which are hardly comprehensible in their entirety. Such a style thus assumes apophatic 
functions. 
3. Such phenomena were scarcely present in romantic prose. This is largely because the 
formation of ideas about the ‘correct’ style, beauty, and naturalness of language in lyrical 
poetry progressed faster and more successfully than in prose. It was only by the mid-19th 
century that Russian literature developed such criteria for prose, which were fully embod-
ied in the works of Turgenev. Rather quickly, apophatic rhetorical strategies, similar to 
those employed by Pushkin and Baratynskiĭ in their lyrics, began to appear in prose narra-
tives. First and foremost, Dostoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ must be mentioned here. Of course, the 
works of both are far removed from Romanticism – Tolstoĭ’s in full measure, and Dosto-
evskiĭ’s to a lesser degree. However, considering their styles in the context that interests us 
seems partially justified. Firstly, as already noted, romantic prose does not provide corre-
sponding examples of stylistic anomalies used for apophatic purposes, as seen in Dostoev-
skiĭ and Tolstoĭ. Secondly, their creative practices illustrate the further evolution of 
apophatic rhetoric in the post-Romantic period; which romantic strategies proved viable 
in the new aesthetic-epistemological space, how they were transformed within it, and 
whether their ultimate aims changed. Thirdly, and finally, the stylistic preferences of Do-

 
8  Kamennoostrovskiĭ t͡sikl has repeatedly been the subject of individual studies. See, for example: Izmailov 

1958: 29–40; Stark 1982; Fomichev 1985; Davydov 1987. 
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stoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ allow us to outline more clearly the parameters of the authors’ artistic 
(possible) worlds and their main direction, which presupposes an active engagement with 
apophatics. 

The styles of Dostoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ differ sharply from each other. However, in one 
respect, they are similar: they both evoked perplexity, dissatisfaction, and even criticism 
among their contemporaries, albeit in different tones.  

Если слог и художественная манера Толстого подвергалась дружеской крити-
ке, то Достоевского как художника встретили в свое время прямо в штыки и 
пренебрежительно относились к его искусству весьма долго. (Chicherin 1980: 
126) 
[While Tolstoĭ’s style and artistic manner were subject to friendly criticism, Dosto-
evskiĭ as an artist faced outright hostility and his art was long treated with disdain.] 

This criticism primarily concerned the style – both Dostoevskiĭ’s and (to a lesser extent) 
Tolstoĭ’s – as both demonstratively disregarded the key principles that defined contempo-
rary standards for exemplary narrative style, creating styles that were, in many respects, op-
posed to these principles. In Dostoevskiĭ’s case, the rhythmic organization of his prose 
played an extremely important role invoking the art of the Baroque era. This (without us-
ing the term baroque) was felt, shortly after the writer’s death, by an author as sensitive to 
and sympathetic towards Dostoevskiĭ, namely Sluchevskiĭ: 

Его смѣлыя обрисовки, его лунатическiй колоритъ, чрезвычайно близки к свѣ-
то-тѣни Рембранта, Рибейры, Караваджiо и Доменикино, огромное количес-
тво работъ которыхъ имѣетъ своимъ предметомъ, какъ и писанiя Достоевска-
го, всякихъ одержимыхъ, эпилептиковъ, бѣснующихся и т. п. (Sluchevskiĭ 1889: 
30) 
[His bold sketches, his lunatic coloring, are exceedingly close to the chiaroscuro of 
Rembrandt, Ribera, Caravaggio, and Domenichino, many of whose works, like 
Dostoevskiĭ’s writings, have as their subject the possessed, epileptics, and demoni-
acs.] 

In this characterization, not only the set of names is telling, but also the last words – „oder-
zhimykhʺ, ėpileptikovʺ, bѣsnui ͡ushchikhsi͡a“. These words, naturally, do not define the 
mental state of the characters; with them, Sluchevskiĭ, perhaps unconsciously, points to the 
rhythmic pattern of Dostoevskiĭ’s prose –  

судорожно-напряженное движение авторской речи, созвучное речи персона-
жей, составляет в творчестве Достоевского стилистическую доминанту. (Chi-
cherin 1980: 142) 
[the convulsively tense movement of the author’s speech, in harmony with the 
characters’ speech, constitutes a stylistic dominant in Dostoevskiĭ’s work.] 
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This dominant feature made Dostoevskiĭ appear to his contemporaries as a careless and 
odd stylist9. 

While different, Tolstoĭ’s style also opposed the aesthetic norms of exemplary prose 
language. For Tolstoĭ’s style, the rhythm may not be as crucial (though his prose is marked 
by its own unique rhythmic pattern), but two strategies play a major role in creating his 
style that shocked readers. Firstly, the extremely cumbersome syntactic structure of long 
sentences and periods. They are not very numerous, and their quantitative presence should 
not be exaggerated, but these constructions significantly shape the overall atmosphere of 
Tolstoĭ’s prose. Perhaps the most extreme expression of this atmosphere is the famous 
opening of Dekabristy:  

„Декабристы“ начаты синтаксическим периодом в 698 слов, состоящим из ря-
да сложных предложений, тесно связанных между собой. Внутри этого перио-
да господствующее положение занимает сложно-подчиненное предложение с 
девятью придаточными временными, четырьмя дополнительными, пятью 
причастными, четырьмя деепричастными оборотами, двумя сравнительными 
и одним определительным предложением. В одиннадцати случаях в этом 
сложном предложении встречаются однородные члены, по восемь, по шесть 
(два раза), по три (четыре раза), причем трижды за неисчерпанным перечнем 
следуют слова „и много других“ или „и так далее“. В период в целом входят 
еще шесть временных придаточных предложений. (Chicherin 1956: 10) 
[Dekabristy begins with a syntactic period of 698 words, consisting of a series of 
complex sentences closely interconnected. Within this period, the main position is 
occupied by a complex sentence with nine temporal clauses, four additional clauses, 
five participial, four adverbial participial phrases, two comparative clauses, and one 
attributive clause. In eleven cases within this complex sentence, there are homoge-
neous parts, with eight, six (twice), and three (four times) items each, with three 
occurrences followed by phrases like „and many others“ or „and so on“. The period 
as a whole includes six more temporal subordinate clauses.]  

Again, such constructions are not frequent in Tolstoĭ’s work, but the syntactic tendencies 
underlying them recur throughout his writing: continuous layering of participial and ad-
verbial participial constructions, a preference for complex subordination forms, and syn-
tactic repetition form the foundation of the style in most of his works. This principle of 
repetition extends to the lexicon as well; in Tolstoĭ’s work, one often finds examples of a 
single word repeated in close syntagmatic positions. 

The stylistic predilections of both Dostoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ were long explained as a re-
sult of haste, lack of editorial precision, or an absence of stylistic sensitivity (in Dostoev-
skiĭ’s case), or as Tolstoĭ’s willingness to sacrifice the elegance of language for better expres-
sion of thought. However, numerous studies by philologists in the first half of the 20th 

 
9  This dominant feature, the principle of consistent disharmony (see Chicherin 1980: 154), led the re-

searcher to draw stylistic parallels between Dostoevskiĭ’s prose and Baroque art (see Chicherin 1980: 
151–160). 
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century demonstrated the deep deliberateness with which both prose writers employed 
these stylistic features. They were necessary for achieving the primary and ultimate goals 
the writers set for themselves. Thus, the stylistic ‘roughness’ of their texts was a deliberate 
artistic choice, inseparable from the aesthetic parameters of Dostoevskiĭ’s and Tolstoĭ’s 
worlds. It was not a matter of carelessness or indifference. 

What, then, was the purpose? One possible explanation (of course, alongside others) 
leads us toward apophaticism. In one of his notebooks, Chicherin wrote: 

Не только Достоевский, Толстой, но и Бальзак, и Тургенев все время прони-
кают к корням бытия, от этого и реализм их не эфемерный. Их сознание реаль-
ности не в том, что они крепко чувствуют вещественный мир, а в том, что они 
чувствуют и порываются чувствовать мир в целом в его благодатных связях и 
трагических отрывах от сущности бытия. (Chicherin 1962)10 
[Not only Dostoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ, but also Balzac and Turgenev constantly strive 
to reach the roots of existence; this is why their realism is not ephemeral. Their sense 
of reality does not lie in their acute perception of the material world but in their 
feeling and yearning to feel the world as a whole, in its blessed connections and 
tragic severances from the essence of being.] 

Concerning Turgenev and (to a lesser extent) Balzac, this characterization may raise some 
doubts, but when it comes to Dostoevskiĭ and Tolstoĭ, it is hard to disagree. However, the 
transition from recreating the material world to perceiving existence as a whole – including 
those spheres that are not entirely accessible to rational knowledge (or not accessible at all) 
– required a special language/style. Finding its positive qualities was extremely difficult, if 
not impossible. It was easier to express the characteristics of the desired style apophatically 
– through strategies that violated the conventions of ‘correct’ narrative style. This is pre-
cisely what happens with Tolstoĭ and Dostoevskiĭ. What, in lyric poetry was proposed in 
the Romantic era by Pushkin and Baratynskiĭ, found its expression in prose much later, 
but perhaps in a more unusual and sharper form, making it all more expressive. 

Translated from Russian by Lidii ͡a Strechenʹ 
 

Апофатическая риторика и романтическая философская проза 

При рассмотрении литературного произведения в аспекте риторики необходимо учитывать 
все компоненты риторического коммуникативного акта. Исходя из этой установки в статье 
анализируются некоторые случаи проявления апофатики в двух компонентах художественного 
коммуникативного акта: в интенциях автора/текста и непосредственно в художественном 
тексте, его композиции и стиле, в соотношении стиля с „правильной“ речью и представления-
ми эпохи о красоте слога. Основным материалом служит романтическая философская проза 
– публицистика ранних славянофилов и роман В. Ф. Одоевского Русские ночи. 

 
10  A.V. Chicherin’s notebook, along with other materials from his archive, is held in the collection of 

P. E. Bukharkin and L. L. Strechen′. 
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Программные статьи вождей славянофильства – А. С. Хомякова и И. В. Киреевского – 
были направлены на то, чтобы при помощи апофатических риторических стратегий дать пози-
тивную характеристику будущей русской культуре. Русские ночи имели иную интенцию – выра-
зить в тексте невыразимое в словах. Для решения своих задач славянофильские публицистичес-
кие тексты пользуются прежде всего лексическими отрицаниями, отражающими аксиологи-
чески окрашенные дуальные оппозиции. В Русских ночах идея невыразимости в слове конеч-
ных смыслов бытия, которые, вместе с тем, ощутимы мистическим чувством, проявляется в 
графическом оформлении текста – в цепочках многоточий и риторических вопросов. Чистая 
визуальность оказывается способом воплощения молчания как формы выражения высшей ис-
тины. 

В последнем разделе статьи речь идет об апофатической стратегии, которая стала возмож-
ной только после формирования в русском языковом сознании представлений об образцовом 
литературном языке. С этого времени перед писателями открылись новые стилистические воз-
можности: отказываться от этих образцов, противопоставляя им свой индивидуальный стиль 
для указания через него на глубинное содержание жизни, таящееся за ее внешним покровом, 
который для своего воплощения в слове и использовал образцовый язык. А вот глубинное со-
держание, высшие, а потому таинственные смыслы бытия, в границы этого языка не вместить; 
нужен стиль иного формата. Здесь мы сталкивается со стилистическим явлением, отчасти ана-
логичным понятию „обратная перспектива“, выполняющим в чем-то похожую функцию. В ли-
рике первые яркие образцы апофатизма такого рода обнаруживаются в позднем творчестве 
А. С. Пушкина и Е. А. Баратынского, в прозе – у Ф. М. Достоевского и Л. Н. Толстого. 
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