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Alexander Lehriman

ON HOLY NIGHT: CECHOV’S POETIC CREDO

Cechov’s Ceamoio nousio (On Holy Night or On Easter Eve)! was received by con-
temporary critics as a masterpiece of Russian lyrical prose. The story’s content and
form were considered so generally accessible and acceptable that the story was re-
printed, in 1898, by a decree of Russia’s Ministry of National Education, as a sepa-
rate edition for mass distribution in public elementary and middle schools and in
public reading rooms.2

The story is somewhat less accessible to the (post)modern reader, It is cluttered
heavily with Russian religious realia which make it appear more exotic and lengthy
than it in fact is, and make the help of an informed commentator indispensable.?
Even if the reader is conversant with the religious texts and practices that form the
backdrop of On Holy Night, the piece still appears stylistically and structorally “on-
Cechovian,” especially in view of Cechov's own metapoetic statements, formulated
so vigorously in his letters of the period (1886).4 The reader may even feel tempted
to hold the avthor to his own standards,

The story’s human and natural settings jar with the Baster imagery of the cher-
ished Eastern Orthodox texts. The agitated human waves which carry the narrator
in and out of the church seem almost a parodic reversal of those appearing in the
1st ode of the Great-Saturday (“the Holy Night”) Kanon (“Bomsoro mopekoro...”f
“Under the wave of the sea...”) which may well come to the reader’s mind. This

1 A prototype of this essay was presented as a talk at Princeton University in 1997. 1 thank Olga
Peters Hasty, who had invited me to speak there. I'm also grateful to Caryl Emerson and Mi-
chael Wachtel for their good will and indulgence. Susan Amert was the talk’s midwife, and to
her my most heartfelt thanks are due. Needless to say, none of these good people bear any re-
sponsibility for the ideas expressed or unexpressed here, or for the form which these ideas have
taken.

See commentary and excerpts from reviews in Cechov 5, 624 f. All references to the quotations

from Casmoro #ounio will henceforth consist of the puge number in vel. 5 of the Academy edi-

tior of Cechov’s callected works {[Toanoe cobpanue cosuneruit 4 nuces a MPUOHAMI MOMAX.

Conuneniin & socesHadyany momar, Moscow: Nauka, 1976). The references to Cechov’s letters

are to the volumes of fliucbaa @ cemuadyamu momax of the Hoanoe cobpanne, abbreviated as

Iucena, or to MHepenucica A. I1. Yexosa & mpex momax, Moscow: Nasledie, 1996, abbreviated

as Hepenucka).

3 See Willa Chamberiain Axelrod's partial deciphermem of these symbels for the non-Orthodox
English-speaking reader in Reading Chekhov's Text. ed, Robert Louis Jackson, Evanston, Illi-
nois: Northwestern University Press, 1993, 96 ff.

4 Seeespecially Anton Cechov’s letter of May 10, 1886 to his brother Aleksandr, quoted below in
footnote 9,



124 Alexander Lehrman

poem, one of the key texts in the Easter eve service, says: “He Who of old did bury
the persecutor and tormentor under the wave of the sea, was buried under the
ground by the male offspring of those rescued; but we, the female offspring, we
shall sing to the Lord, for he has been greatly glorified]”

Compare Cechov’s variation on the “wave of the sea” theme:

Y BXofia IPOMCXOIMNIA HEYFOMOHHaA Goph6a npunnsa ¢ oTiMBoM, {,..] Jlionr
CHYIOT ¢ MOCTa Ha MECTO, CIORSIOTCA H Kak-GyfTo tero-to wmyr. BomHa
HEAET OT BXORA H GeKAT No BeeH IePKEY, TPEBGKa [AKE NSpeTHAE PATbLI, IEe
CTOSAT NIOTY COIFIHBIE W TXedmIe. O cOCPeROTOICHAVH MOIATEE He MOXKOT
ORITL | pow. (100)

At the entrance an unceasing struggle of the flow against the ebb was taking
place. [...] People rush from place to place, they wander about and seemingly
look for something. The wave starts at the entrance and runs all through the
church, agitating even the front rows where solid and heavﬁyset people are
standing. It is impossible even to think of a focused prayer.

It seems that, in the story, it is the “focused prayer” that plays the role of the ene-
my submerged under the human wave. The monastery grounds and the church
where the Easter celebration takes place are a scene of anxiety, chaos, and confu-
sion; the smoky crimson lights on the shore are contrasted, at the very beginning of
the story, with the bright and luminous stars in the sky, and then, close up, are de-
scribed in terms worthy of heft-fire:

¥ camoit BOIEI IPOMaIHEIMA KOCTPAME THLUTATH cMoNsHble Goukn. OTpaxe-
HIES MX, GarpoBLIe, KaK BOCXONAINA JIYHA, ITHHABMI, IEAPOKYME NOJIOCAMA
HON3IH HaM Hascrpevy. Fopaiue 60YxH 0CBEIAIM CBOH COGCTBCHHbIN LM M
GTHHHLIS YeHOBEYCCKHE TCHH, MENBKABIIHE OKOJIO OTHS, HO IA/ICE B CTOPOHRI
¥ MO3a]IH HUX, OTKYHA Heccs! DapXaTHRN 3rOH, Obia Bee T4 XKe OecIpocBeT-
Hagt, yepHas Mraa. (93)

[...] TpOTmMHKA Besla K TEMHBIM, TOXO0XKUM Ha BIANHHY , MOHACTHIPCKIM BOPO-
TaM CKBO3b 06MNaKa AbIMA, CKBO3L GeclopAmovHY TOMIY Jofel, pachps-
SREHHBIX NOIaneit, Tener, Gpuder. Bed 910 ckpRmeno, (bIPRAo, CMeSIoch, i
TIC BCEMY MENTGKAMH OarpOBEHI CBET M BOJHHCTBIS TEHU OT AbMA... Cyrmmi
xaoc! (100) :

By the water’s edge, barrels full of pitch were aflame, Their reflections, crim-
son as the rising moon, shaped as long and wide stripes, were creeping to-
ward us. The burning barrels lighted their own smoke and the long human
shadows rushing to and fro by the fire; but further away and beyond the bar-

5 BoiHoH MOPEKOI0 CKPRIBIIATO JPEBIE FONHTENR MYUHTENs, MO/Th 3EMAEID CKPHILIA CIACCHILIN:
OTPOLLI HO MBI KO OTPUKOBHIE ['0CTOISEH TOHME, CilasHo 6o npocrabhes. (HMpMoce! Kanona
Benuxoii cy66otsl, 1), See the Greek original in Anthologia graeca carmimum christianorum,
ed. W. von Christ & M. Paranikas, Leipzig: B.G. Teubner, 1871, 196,

6  The following translations by A. Lehrman.
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rels, whence the velvety bell ringing could be heard, there was the same pitch
black mist.

[...] the path led to the dark monastery gate that looked like a cavity, through
clouds of smoke, through an unrualy mob of people, unharnessed horses, carts,
coaches. Everything creaked, snorted, laughed, and the crimson light and
wavy shadows from the smoke rushed back and forth along everything.... A
veritable mess [literally, chaos / xadc]!

Even the moming after, the morning when Ieronim, a novice on duty as the fer-
ryman, greets his lay passengers with the traditional affirmation “XpucToc Boc-
xpec” (102) / “Christ is risen,” is cold, damp, and seems to be overcome with
sleepiness and fatigue instead of brimming with the triumph of regeneration. The
young merchant woman with rosy cheeks, at whom Ieronim stares as if “secking in
her face the soft and gentle features of his deceased friend” (“na nuue xeHIUHLL
Heponus HCRATI MATKHX H HEXHBIX YepPT ¢Boero yeomuero apyra” [103], the last
sentence of the siory), is hardly a convincing incarnation of “the resnrrected Niko-
Iaj,” leronim's regretted companion.”

An invocation of the well-publicized “Cechovian ambiguity” would do little to
redeem the story’s apparent lack of a satisfying finale (for a tighter and tidier narra-
tive, compare, e.g., Cechov’s Student.? another well-known piece on the Passion-
Week theme, set on Good Friday). It may even seem at times that On Holy Night is
simply an ethnographic travel sketch, fictionalized and dramatized to make a more
easily digestible popular reading,

Although the story’s instant acclaim and mass distribution show how successful
Cechov was in winning over both the government bureaucracy and mass readership
with his choice and treatment of a pious theme, the fortuitous concomitance of
topic and reception is not the substance of the story’s enduring worth. Or Holy
Night, I claim, occupies a crucial place in Cechov’s eeuvre because it is a metapo-
etic statement in which, according to his lights, Cechov defines the nature of verbal
art and its transfiguring role in human experience. The story not only sets forth
Cechov’s deeply held convictions on what the writer should write and how he
should write it; On Holy Night also defines the effect which verbal art has on the
thoughtful reader and demonstrates by its own example how such art might work.
This story’s thoughtful reader — Cechov’s intended andience — could be anyone ex-
perientially familiar with the Russian Orthodox service. In Cechov’s day, that
qualification applied to a vast majority of Russian speakers of all ages and from all
walks of life, from the beggar to the Emperor,

7 That's what Willa Axelrod would have us believe, in her last-section attempt to find a resolution
for the story's main subplot — the death on Great Saturday of Ieronim’s intimate friend, hi-
erodeacon Nikolaj, the saintly writer of akathistoi (see Reading Chekhov's Text, 102),

% For a homiletic reading of “Sfudent,” see Robert Jackson’s “Chekhov’s *The Student™ in: Read-
ing Chekhov's Text, 127 1t
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Cechov’s poetic manifesto sits hidden in plain view in the main section of the
story, namely, in the dialogue on the ferry between the narrator and the ferryman
monk Ieronim, The diatogue is centrally situated in the story’s textual space, and its
centrality to the story is clearly marked in other ways besides: it is the story’slong-
est episode, occupying roughly four-and-a-half pages of the ten-and-a-half-page
text; as a dramatic dialogue, in which the distinct stylistic registers of the two
speakers are presented with Cechov's characteristic skill, it markedly differs from
the rest of the text, where the 1st-person narrative voice predominates; the tone and
content of the 1st-person narrative changes palpably after the dialogue (elements of
self-questioning appear, the entire focus of the narrator’s visit to the monastery
shifts); in presenting the main subplot (the story of Ieronim and Nikolaj), the dia-
logue introduces a cast of supporting characters and a temporal depth (the subplot’s
prehistory) previously lacking. And finally, the story concludes with a brief reprise
of the dialogue, underscoring its importance in the composition of the whole.®

The dialogue begins in a seemingly trivial fashion, with the narrator’s exclama-
tory reaction to the beginning of the festive fireworks: “Kax xpacuso!” (35) /“How
beautiful!” Ieronim’s reply seems trivial, too (“¥ cka3aTh nexw3s, xax xpacuso! —
pafoxuyn Meponns™ (ibid.) / “*It’s impossible even to express how beautiful it is’,
said Ieronim with a sigh”), but it in fact prefipures the dominant themes of the
story: death’s sorrow, life’s joy and beauty, and verbal art as a means of transport
from the former to the latter.10

Ieronim, also in a seemingly trivial way, speaks of the joy of Easter by quoting
the Easter Kanon (“Pagyetcs u He6o, 1 3eMi, B NpeHcnogsad. TIpasmayeT ses
eape” (ibid.) / “The heaven and the earth rejoice, and so does the netherworld. All
creation celebrates’ [a paraphrase of the 1st troparion of the 3rd ode]). Ieronim then
asks the question which is posed by the author to the reader through the mediacy of
one character asking another: “To/sKo ckaXHTe MiHe, TOCIOXHH XOPOILHIA, OTYEro
ITO OaXe W HpH Benukoll pagocTH 9eN0OBeK He MOXET cKopGeil CBOMX 3a6mTLT”
(ibid.) / “Just tell me this, good Sir; why is it that even in a great joy a person can-
not forget his sorrows?” The narrator is taken aback by this “neoxupannaniii
Bonpoc” (85) / "“unexpected question™; he is not responsive (“s Re GbUI pacnonoXeH
mHoro ropoputs” (ibid.) / “T was not disposed to talk much™) and takes the unex-
pected question to be an invitation “Ha OMMH W3 TeX ‘NPOJJIMHHOBEHHBIX',
AYIIECTIACHTELHBIX PAsTOBOPOB, KOTOPBIE TAK JIOOHT fIpasiHbIe ¥ CKyUAIOUHE

¢ Perhaps this is one of those things that made A.P. Cudakov and others before him (P. Bicilli} list
ngmam novuro among those works which resemble musical compositions (Hosmuxa Yexosa,
133},

10" Note also a hint of the theme of the narrator's subsequent visit to the monastery (“Hows Tagas,
rocniogpr! B gpyroe BpeMs M BHAMaHWA He OGpaTHINL HA PAKSTEI, 4 HEIHYE BGIKOH cyere
papyemsca,” (95) / “This is the kind of a night it is, Sir! At some other time you won’t pay any
attention to rockets, while now you find joy in every sort of vanity."}
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wmonaxn” (ibid.) / “to one of those ‘prolengacious’, salvific conversations which idle
and bored monks love 50™).

At this point I will introduce, parenthetically, a piece of material evidence that is
very impertant for the main concern of this essay. The important piece of evidence,
which divectly connects On Holy Night to an important metapoetic text penned by
Cechov, is the seminarian word npodaunnosennuii / prolongacious (if I may coin
an English equivalent), which occurs only twice in the Cechov corpus. This telting
word, fit only as an epithet for nporoaeds / sermon (coined in an obvious amalga-
mation with proniknovennyj ! penetratingly heartfelt), occurs once again in the fa-
mous metapoetic letter to Anton (echov’s elder brother Aleksandr, dated May 10,
1886. In this letter, written some three weeks after the publication of On Holy
Night, Anton gives his brother, also a writer, a list of the six distinctive characteris-
tics that make a piece of writing a work of literary art. Number one on the list is the
“OTCYTCTBHE NPONIHHHOBEHHBIX CIOBOHIBEXEHAH TIGIHTHKO~COLMATLHO-3KOHO-
Mereckoro cBoticTea” [ “the absence of prolongacious verbal erupiions of the poli-
tico-socio-economic variety” (perhaps directed against Leo Tolstoy, among others),
Incidentally, this is the letter in which that famous hallmark of Cechov’s peculiar
“symbolism of the concrete,” cmexabiuxo om pasbumoli Oymbiari ! a little piece
of glass from a broken boitle, appears for the first time.!!

The narrator of On Holy Night assumes, in accordance with the Enlightenment
cliché, that his interlocutor is an “idle and [for that reason] bored monk,” forgetting
that this monk is in fact working very hard pulling him, the idle and bored 6apu# or
zocnedun (gentleman) on his way to the monastery for little more than entertain-
ment (as is clear from the introductory section and other references), across the
flood-swollen river. To avert the unwelcome “prolongacious” conversation, the nar-
rator responds with a personal question: “A xakue, GaTiomka, y Bac ckopou?” (95)/
“What sorrows, father, might you have?”" Ieronim tells him about his “special sor-
row”; the death of hierodeacon Nikolaj right at the Great Saturday liturgy, during
the paroimiai / napemun (‘comparisons” or ‘figures’, the readings of the fifteen Old
Testament texts which describe the events that prefigure [“npoopazytor’’] the main
events of the New Testament),

The narrator spouts a few pious platitudes, “counterfeiting a monkish tone” /
“Io[elIbIBASACE TION MOHAIeCKH i ToR” (ibid.), apparently to keep the conversation

' Anton gives Aleksandr some unsolicited advice concerning his brother’s work in progress titled
Fopod Gydywezo [ A City of the Future: “ A City of the Funwre will turn outas & work of literature
only if the following conditions are fulfilled: (1) the absence of prolongacious verbal eruptions
of the politico-socio-economic variety; (2) utter objectivity; (3) veracity in the description of
characters and objects; (4) utmost brevity; (5) boldness and originatity {flee clichés); {6) heartfelt
empathy (cepneunocts) |...] In the descriptions of nature one must caich small detaits, grouping
them in such a way that, affer reading them, when you close your eyes, there would be a whole
picture. For example, you will have a moonlit night if you write that, on a windmill dam, a small
piece of glass from a broken bottle glittered like a bright little star and the black shadow of a dog
or a wolf rolled like a ball [...]1.” (Hepenucka, vol. 1, 74-75)
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short: “Yro x, 310 Boxbs onsa! [...] BeeM ymMupath HyxHo. [To-MoeMy, BEI {ONXK-
HbI eIne pafoBaThe.,. Topopar, yro k1o yMper nox Ilacxy wma wa [lacxy, Tor
HenpemenHo nonaget B Haperso neGecHoe.” (ibid.) / “Well, this is God's willt {...]
Everyone must die. In my view, you should rejoice [...] It is said that he who dies
on Easter Eve or at Easter will inevitably make it to the Kingdom of heaven.” In
exchange for Teronim’s heartfelt question the narrator offers him falsehood of tone
and banality of content. After a silence, leronim poses before the narrator essen-
tially the same unwanted question that started the dialogue, but in a more precise
formulation: “¥ macarue SICHO YKa3bIBAET HA CYeTy CKOPOH, i pasMbIiyicaue, [...)
HO OTHENO 3Ke YLIa CKopOuT H He XOueT cIymaTh pasyMa? OT4ero ropeKo Iiakars
xouerca?” (96} / “The scripture, as well as reflection, clearly point to the vanity of
sorrow [...] but why on earth is [one’s] soul sorrowful and refuses to listen to rea-
son? Why does one feel like weeping bitterly?”

The narrator remains silent while Ieronim reminisces at length about the de-
ceased Nikolaj. “YMpH g wim xTo Apyro#, oHO Gbi, MOXET, ¥ HE3AMETHO 6ELI0, HO
senp Hukonail ymep! Hukro npyroit, a Hukomnaii! [{axe noBepiTs TPYIHO, STO €10
Her Ha ceere.” (ibid.) / “If I died or someone else, it would likely be unremarkable,
but it was Nikolaj who died! Nikolaj, not someone else! It’s even hard to believe
he's not with us anymore!” The implied question, unasked by Ieronim because of
its presumptuous and openly sinful nature, why was it Nikolaj who died and not
somebody else, less worthy of life? This question bespeaks Ieronim’s love for Nik-
olaj, When Ieronim says, “HoGpas gyma! Boxe, xakag noOpas n Munoctusast! Y
MHOFQ YE/IOBEKA H MATEPH TAKOM HeT, KakuM ¥ MeHs Obit aroT Huxomai!” (ibid.) /
“A kind soul! Good God, what a kind and merciful soul! Some folks’ mothers
aren’t the way this Nikolai was to me!” The intimate “y mens” —not “mue” or “gng
mens” but precisely “y menal” —in “kakum y menst 6511 9101 Hukomait” (“the way
this Nikelaj was to me”) leaves no doubt of Ieronim’s special and intimate relation-
ship with Nikolaj. Ieronim tells the narrator about Nikolaj’s getting up in the night
just to call out Teronim’s name from the shore so that he would not feel afraid alone
on the ferry. “Hapo=irro st 3ToTo HOYEIO ¢ mocTend Beraean” (ibid.) / “He would
get up from his bed expressly for that’: this detail - the mentioning of the bed ~
strengthens the sense of intimacy between the two men. 2

12 ¢, also other details of intimacy: “OBHUMET MeHH, TG FONOBE TIATKT, MACKOBbIMY CIOBAMM
003BIBACT, KAK UTH MATERLKOTO, 3aTROPUT RENLIO, TICCARNT Mens panom ¢ cobeli [...]" (98) /
“He would embrace ine, stroke my head, call me affectionate names, like a little child, He would
close his cell, seat me next to himself [...]” But the extent of the intimacy, its nature and cause
are also given in no uncertain terms: “a oH H pajt, YTo A HHTEPECYIOCK [...] MOCANAT MEHA PANOM C
coboit i rapad unTats [...] M moGes or MeRd Gosthilie BCEX, A BCS 34 TD, STO A OT EI0 AKHPUCTOB
ILIAKATL [...] Teneps 4 BCe PABKO KAK cHpoTa UAH Broedua.” f *and he would be so glad that I’'m
interested (i.e., that ['m interested in his writing — A.L.) [...] he would seat me next to him and
start reciting {...] And he loved me more than all the rest, just for the fact that I wept because of
his akathistei. {...] Now ['m just like an orphan or a widow.” (99.) The use of edoeuya in this
context is due more to the fixed collocation of “cupoThl ¥ BRoBH / orphans and widows,” al-
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At the beginning of the story, a peasant waiting for the awomunayus { fireworks
(dialectal for wamomunayun) on the monastery shore, calls out Ieronim’s name,
thinking that the ferryman has fallen asleep in the middle of the river, when
Ieronim tells the narrator about Nikolaj calling out to him in the night, the peasant’s
calt acquires a new dimension: it must have reminded Ieronim of his friend calling
him, and prompted him to tell the narrator about it.

At this point Ieronim stops pulling the rope of the ferry, and breaks into a spon-
taneous hymn of praise for his friend. The ferry comes to a hait.

Bae 6aropoppie, a yM Kako#t CBETIBEI] — CRa3a OH eBYYMM TOJI0COM. —
Kaxo# A3bk 6marozsyynsiit i ciagguii! MMenno, kak BoT cefraac SyayT neth
3 3ayTpern: ‘O, moGesnoro! O cnaguadimero Troero ruacal’!3 Kpome Boex
TIPOYMX YENOBLUECKIX KAYECTB, B HeM GBI elte ¥ Jap HeoOualuumi! (96)

“What a luminous mind, your honor!” he said in a singsong voice. “What
language euphonious and sweet! Precisely as they will presently sing at the
matins: ‘O lovely voice! O thy sweetest voice!” Beside all the rest of his
human qualities he had also an extraordinary gift!”

The narrator, as if struck by the poetic fireworks in this ntterance,!4 instead of
protesting the unscheduled stop, asks Ieronim a question that invites him to go on—
not with the ferrying but with his story: “Kako# gap?” / *“What gift?”’ Ieronim’s re-
ply is completely unexpected: “*~ Y ero 6511 gap akadwicTsi NUCATS. .. ~ CKA3AM OH.
— Uygo, reCcTIONUH, 18 W TONEKO! BEl H3YMHTECE, eXKea s BaM ofniacHIo!™” (96) /
““He had the gift of writing akathistoi...,” he said. ‘It’s wondrous, Sir, truly won-
drous! You will be amazed if I explain it to yon!™

A modemn monk writing akathistoi ~ this is a great wonder indeed!!5 Liturgical
creativity has been scoffed at and discouraged in the Orthodox tradition. The Or-
thodox Church possesses a veritable sea of inspired liturgical literature, most of it
going back to the 4th through the 6th centuries A.D, and penned by Greek luminar-
ies from Asia Minor, such as Basil the Great, or John Chrysostom {Ioann Zlatoust)

though there will surely be those who will be tempted by these details to explore a sexual rela-
tionship between the two characters.

13 The troparion of the 8th Qde of the Baster Kanon: “O Goxecrpensare, o mobenare, o
cnapyafiare Tooero rnaca! Cn pamu Bo Henoxme ofBulanca ecd OITH 0 cKoRuYaHis Bhka,
Xprcre: Broxe phphin, yroepxnesnic nagexns umyine, pagyemcs. / O divine, O beloved, O
sweet voice that is Thine! For Thou hast truthfully promised to be with us until the end of time,
O Christ; Trusting in which, having the confirmation of {our] hope, we rejoice.”

14 Note the figurative vse of “ceernsi” /*luminous” in contrast with the literal “momusauma” /
“fireworks” (a dialectal ward, from “uamommsamma,” lit. “illumination”) expected by the yawn-
ing peasant at the beginning of the text,

15 It is also something that should not be broadcast (hence the need (o size up the stranger, as if
making sure {hat he may be entrusted with this piquant piece of information: "Mowax ornsgen
MEHA H, TOUHO YOSHEIINCE, YTO MHE MOJKHO BREPATE TaliHL, Beceno sacmesica,” (96) / *“The
monk looked me over and, as if having made sure that I could be entrusted with secrets, laughed
cheerfully.”
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of Antioch and Constantinople, the most famous of the Eastern church writers, or
by Syrians, such as the great Romanos the Melodos, fl. 540, (known as Poman
Crapgoneeeli in Russia), a Jewish convert from Emessa who 13 recognized as the
greatest writer of kontakia [ xoupaxn, liturgical narrative poems of which akathistoi
! axathucmss are a subgenre, In the 8th century, the Syrian Greek poet, composer,
and theologian, John Damascene (Moarmu Mamacknn) unified into a system the mu-
sical and textual diversity of the Orthodox liturgy. Nothing substantially new has
been added to his liturgical compendium since then. Church authorities always tol-
erated a modicum of creativity in the area of sacred music, but they had no toler-
ance at all for new texis — unless they were produced for a special occasion on the
express orders and under the strict supervision of the highest ecclesiastical authority
by a carefully chosen group of senior monks —e.g., for a newly canonized saint, A
contemporary monk writing new, uncommissioned akathisto? [ axaducme: on his
own was unheard of, And Nikolaj was a mere hierodeacon, that is, a plain monk
who did not even have enough formal education to be ordained as a priest. Ieronim
contrasts Nikolaj, who “was not educated anywhere and did not have a respectable
appearance, and yet he wrote them!” (“Hurpie He ofyJancs M Jake BMIMMOCTH
HAPYXKHOH He uMelt, a uucan!”, 96), with the learned hierarchs, inteltigent hiero-
monks, and presbyters, none of whom knew how to write well, and he says “dyno!
Hermmno gygo!” (ibid.) / *Wondrous! Truly wondrous!” to describe this. The word
yydo, if uttered by an unbeliever, may range in meaning from “miracle” to “won-
der” to an exclamatory “how weird!”; but if it is spoken by a believer, it literally
means “miracle.” Ieronim is proclaiming Nikolaj’s gift of writing g true miracle.
Ieronim expands on his contrast Nikolaj’s miraculous gift with the inability of the
well-educated hierarchs to write:

Orer; HAMECTHUK 3aTPYHSSTCH NPOHOBEHK COCTABNATD; KOIWE HOTOPHIO
MOHACTRIPA TFMCAJL, TO BCHO GpATHIO 3aTOHST M Pa3 JIECATh B TOPOT €37hA, 8
Hukonait aracducrsl nrcan! Akagmersr! 310 He TO YTO MPONOBENL MW
Heropys!

— A pazpe akapUCThI TPYIHO IHMCATh? — CIPOCAT 5.

— Bonnuag TpYAROCTE. . — HOKPYTHI TO1080# HiepoRuM. — TYT # MyIpocTLIO
H CBATOCTLIO HHUCTO HE NOJEacilk, ecli Gor aapa He fam. (97)

“Father Superior has difficulties composing serntons; when he was writing
the monastery’s history he made all the brethren run all over the place and
went to the city a dozen times - and Nikolaj wrote akathistoi! Akathistoil It's
not like writing a sermon or a history.” “Is writing akathistoi so difficult?” I
asked. “It’s a great difficulty...” Ieronim shook his head. “Wisdom and holi-
ness avail nothing in it, unless God gave you the gift.”

Ieronim emphasizes the divine nature of the gift of writing axagucmu: (akathis-
toil), a gift by the grace of God and not through education or institutionalized piety.
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What follows can only be called a veritable treatise on the poetics of the
axacpucmot. Let me preface my remarks on Ieronim’s treatise with a brief discus-
sion of the style, technique, and content of the axagucmoe.

Many of Chekhov’s educated readers would have been likely to know more de-
tails about the Onegin strophe than about the form and true content of an akathistos.
They would of course have known the everyday meaning of axagucm as “florid
and exaggerated praise’”’; most of them might have known a few lines and refrains
out of the three most famous axagbucme:, all of them mentioned by Ieronim in his
basic description of the axaghucm-writing techniques. Most readers would have
owned a Moaumsocaoas (prayer book) containing the Church Russian texts of
those Axafucmst in the order in which Jeronim mentions them: Axaducmo
caaduatiwenmy locniody nawemy Iucycy (The Akathistos for Our Sweetest Lord Je-
sus), AxaBucms ko Hpeceambi Bozopoduyb (The Akathistos for the Most Holy
Mother of God), and Axagucme Caeamumenro Huxoamo (the Akathistos for Nicho-
las the Sanctifier). The first one and the last were created in Russia, but they strictly
follow the structure of the second Awgjucrre, the original one,

The original Greek Akathistos, & Axdeioroc Yuvoe , was written by Romanos the
Melodos in the middle of the 6th century as an imaginative expansion of the An-
nunciation dialogue between the angel and the Virgin Mary, It has a highly intricate
strophic, metric, and rhyme structure, and it is also an acrostic: each of its twenty-
four strophes begins with a letter in the order of the Greek alphabet.!6 In the Church
Russian translation, only the sense of the work as well as Romanos’s lexical and
phrasal coinages which Ieronim delights in were faithfully preserved; 17 the meter
and the thyme, as well as the alphabetical acrostich, were lost. 18

6 A contemporary English translator writes: “In translating the Akathist Hymn, one is immediately
struck with two distinct and overwhelming feelings, The first is that of awe at the profundity of
this compaosition’s doctrinal insights, and the intricacy and beauty of the poetry of the original
Greek. The second sentiment which overwhelms the translator is that of despair. No translaticn
of the Akathist Hymn can ever hope to be fully accurate and, at the same time, convey the metre,
the poetical nuances, the internal rhyme, and the alliteration that adorn Saint Romanos’ work™
(The Service of the Akathist Hymn: The Salutations to the Most Holy Theotokos, trans. by Hi-
eromonk Seraphim Dedes, Boston: Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 1991, 12).

As the already quoted modern monk-translator admits, “'the Slavonic translation provided in-
sights and clarifications where the Greek text was difficult [...] Also, the Slavonic text is evi-
dence that the Greek word cLpe was not understood by the Church’s saintly translators simply
as a preeting (“Hail™) [..,] but rather 48 an exclamation (*Rejoice’). Indeed, the whole Christian
message is one of joy — joy over the gladsome tidings, the good news of our redemption from the
power of Satan and death” {ibid., 13). -

Only the borrowed Arrert in the first Hkoctn {< Greek ouwkog ‘stanza’, originally ‘house’,
whence Italian stanza ‘room’ > *(poetic) stanza') preserves the initial A. What is now the first
strophe (“BabpanHoil soesopb nothmrensias...”) was a proem added to the original twenty-
four strophes a century Jater, after a recitation of the Akathistos had miraculously saved the city
of Congtantinople from an attack by the Muslim fleet. The proem is written in a different metre
and has a different structure while repeating the refrain "Rejoice, O bride unwedded!” The Rus-
sian akagucmet { akathisiof are based on this later version with the introductory strophe.
Through liturgical use, the strophes containing the refrains beginning with “Hail / rejoice’ / Gk.
5o pe / Russ. padyiics came to be numbered separately as uiocst (G, oiko) while the shorter
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A final note on how awagucme: are performed. The term axeéducnrs, Modern
Russian axagpucm, from the Gk. &xdbioroc Tuvog which means ‘a hymn to be [per-
formed and heard] standing’, in which &xaiorog literally means “without being
seated,” In contrast to c&dasenn (Gk. xeiouara), literally “sittings down” during
which certain sequences of psalms are recited, the axagpucmer are atways heard
standing up.

An echo of this “standing up” / ecmasariue resounds in Jeronim’s account of
how Nikolaj would get up during the night to call out Ieronim’s name: “Hapounro
1A STOTO HOYEO ¢ mocTeym Betagan” [ “He would get up from his bed expressly
for that.” This is an instance of that specifically Cechovian symbolism, in which the
symbolic detail, as A.P, Cudakov puts it in his stady of Cechov’s style,

[m]ade from the same material as the other objects of the work, belonging to
their world, wearing everyday clothes, [the detail] does not look ‘selected’ or
specially ‘sought out’ [...] but looks like an ordinary ‘plain’ detail of the
world of things. ({osmuxa Yexoea, Moscow: Nauka, 1971, 172)

That is, the detail looks like “an object of the visible world” / “npemmer Mnpa
BepAMoro” as leronim puts it in his little treatise on poetics (97 £.). An ordinary
event is lifted out of its ordinary literal meaning and raised to the level of allegory
(in the broadest sense) without losing its place in the ordinary sequence of ordinary
events.

The dialectic of the Cechovian symbol matches the etymology of the Greek
aippolov, symbol - literally “something cast together” —denoting each of the two
halves or matching picces of an object; when pieced together, they form the com-
plete object that carries a special meaning, such as the token of an agreement be-
tween the two owners of the matching pieces. *Nikolaj wrote akathistoi” is one half
of the complete object; the other half is “Nikolaj got up in the night to call out the
name of his frtend so that Teronim would not be afraid alone in the dark while
crossing the river.” The difference between the Greek avufolovand the complete
symbolic object in Cechov is that the latter is a kind of syllogism, with its two
halves as premises, and the result is not a reminder of an agreement already known
but a new inference to be made by the reader on his own. The famous Cechovian
“ambigunity” — a misnomer, to be sure —lies, then, not in some indeterminacy, not in
the probability that the conclusion could go “either way,” but rather in the “interac-
tive” nature of Cechov’s writing: Cechov wants an intelligent and active reader, a

strophes beginning with the first one came to be known as xovraxia / koxdasu, also numbered
as a separate series. Thus an araducr in use for the last several hundred years begins with
xondar 1 followed by uxoc 1, then xorndai 2 followed by uxoc 2, etc. Kondax 13 is performed
three times, after which uicoc 1 is repeated, followed by xondar 1 and a special prayer. Nikolaj’s
axagucmo, judging by leronim’s description, followed the Russian pattern,
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“juror,”1? who will make up his own mind — in a pending matter of life and death,
more often than not — and not some bored idler who wishes merely to be amused.

The inferences to be reached in this instance are quite specific: Nikolaj is still
calling out to Ierenim out of the darkness, out of the unknown of death — and
through Ieronim also to the narrator — through the axaghucma: he loved and in
whose tradition he wrote. Indeed, Nikolaj and his words make Ieronim stop his toil,
transporting him into the miracle of the beauty and sweetness of Nikolaj’s art.
Ieronim’s own hymn of praise for his friend and his divine gift changes the narrator
profoundly, as the reader withiesses in the rest of the story,

The choice of the axaghucm — the most formally intricate and demanding of all
the liturgical compositions, the main theme of which is the annunciation of joy in
the triumph over the realm of Satan and over death, with its refrain “Rejoice!” —
this choice is surely not casual: the writing of axadgucmer is a figura of literary
writing as such - a figura fulfilled in the story itself,20 It s also a clear demonstra-
tion of the true source of Cechov'’s poetics, namely, the New-Testament figural
symbolism which constitutes the basis of the poetics of Orthodox Christian lit-
urgy.?t

13 “Xynowiuk aonxen 61TE He CYAREI0 CROUX AepcoHaxel [...], a Tom:Ko GecnpHCTPACTHLIM
cappeTenem, A cakinan GecnopsuounLid, HIYETO He PelAWAK pasrosop [...] # gomxen
NiepeiaTh YTOT PAITOBOP B TOM BHAE, B KAXOM CITBILLIAT, & AENATE OUeHKY eMy HYIYT NPHCAKHEIE,
T. & wyrarenn, / The artist must not be a judge to his characters [...] but an impartial witness. [
heard a chaotic conversation [ ,..] that failed to come to any conclysion, and I must fransmit that
conversation in the form in which 1 heard it; it is up to the jurors, i.e., to the readers, to pass
judgment on it.” Cechov’s letter of May 30, 1888 to A.S. Suvorin, Mepenucka, vol, 1,322,

20 Tn his lucid essay Figura (Scenes from the Drama of European Literature, New York: Meridian,
1959, 11-76.) Erich Auerbach defines this mede of meaning production as follows: “Figural in-
terpretation establishes a connection between two events or persons, the first of which signifies
not only itself but also the second, while the second encompasses or fulfills the first. [...] Figural
prophecy implies the interpretation of one wordly event through another; the first signifies the
second, the second fulfills the first, Both remain historical events; yet [...] they point to one an-
other and both point to something in the future, [...] In the medern view, the provisional event is
treated as 4 step in an unbroken horizontal process; [...] in the figural interpretation [...] the event
is enacted according to an ideal model which is a prototype situated in the future and thus far
only promised.” (pp. 53-59),

21" ‘The Paschal Kanon, another famous example of the highly polished liturgical poetry quoted at
important junctures in the story, is explicitly built on the relationship of the figura (Gk. mimoc,
Russ. fnpejobpas) and its fulfilment {(Gk. mArfpwua, Russ. iucnosnenie), The mode] verses of
this or any other Kanon’s nine odes, the efouol / upmocet, bring into correspondence the events
of the Old Testament as the figirae of the New Testament events that form their fulfilment. For
example, the 15t heirmos piaces Moses leading Israel across the Red Sea from captivity 1o free-
dom as the figura of “the Christ, God" leading the faithful “from death to life, from the earth to
heaven” {1st ode, the Paschal Kanon). In turn, the New Testament events serve as figurge of the
events of history as it is unfolding. The figural mode of interpretation of historical evenis and
persons is, in Erich Auerbach’s terms (see previous note), the most powerfu! mode of interpreta-
tion, on which the Apostle Paul based his argument of the Old Testameni being a mere shadow
and prefiguration of the New, fulfilled and thereby cancelled or consumed in the New Testa-
ment, see. e.g., Romans 5:14, Hebrews 8:3-13, 24,
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Teronim's treafise on the poetics of the axagucm features some of the same
terms that Cechov uses in his correspondence to describe his poetic credo or to
praise the literary works he liked.

Hysxwo, wro Bcé ObUTO CTpoiHO, KpaTko i obcrosTensHo, [, ..} g kpar-
KOCTH MHOTO CJIOB M MBIC/ISH IPUTOHMT B OJHO CJIOBO H KAK 9T0 ¥ HETO Bk
BEIXCIUT WIABHO ¥ o0cToarentrol [...] M Boskoe BOCKIMIIARKE HYXKHO TaK
COCTABHTh, 4T06 OHO OBINIO IAAJCHBKO K /1% yXa BONLroTHed, [...] «Pagydics,
KpRHe palickaro npossbennal» — ckazaHo B akadwicre Hugomao Yyno-
TROpIY. He ckazano npoceto «kpure paiickimit» (O lly of paradise], a «xpume
paficraro nposadenus» | Tak ryaske u s yxa cagko. Tak mvearHo Huxkomal
u mucan! Tous-B-Tous TaK! (97-98)

It is necessary for everything to be trim, brief, and detailed. [...] Forbrevity’s
sake he would drive many words and thoughts into one word, and how
smooth and detailed it would all come out in his work! [...] And every
exclamation should be composed in such a way that it would sound smooth
and easy on the ear. “Rejoice, O lily cultivated in paradise,” it says in the
akathistos to Nicholas the Miracle-worker. It doesn’t just say, “O lily of
paradise” but “O lily cultivated in paradise!” It’s smoother that way and
sweet for the ear. That’s just how Nikolaj used to write! Precisely that way!

Compare this with Cechov’s own statements on the poetics of literary art, In a
1885 letter to an editor friend, Cechov recommended for publication a young Mos-
cow poet as follows:

TpounThBas BCIO MOCKOBCKYIC YelyXY, 1 HACKakKMBaJ Ha cTuXy [PomuoHa
Menpenerirda)], KOTOPBIE CHITBHO BHIASIANICH W3 IECTPOl GPaTHit: A CREX,
H INaAKH, ¥ KOPOTKH... [lomafamick Takue, 410 XOTh HA MY3RKY llepe-
Knagpeait.,.. [My emphasis - A.L.] (ITucema 1: 162)

While reading all of the Muscovite nonsense I kept bumping inio [Rodion
Mendelevich’s] poems which were markedly different from the motley lot
[lit. brethren]: fresh and smooth and brief.... There were some that begged
1o be turned to music...,

Note particularly the vse of word GpaTia ‘a monastic community, brethren’ for
‘the lot’.

“CyryGasd xpaTrocTh / eXtreme brevity" is one of the six features which, accord-
ing to Cechov’s famous letter to his elder brother, to which I now return, distin-
guish a work of literary art, The first feature on this list also concerns brevity — a
word economy that specifies the particular kind of content that one must spare
one’s reader: “OTCYTCTBHE NPOINFHHOBCHHBIX CIOBOMIBCPOKCHME NOJATHRO-
COLHANLHO-3KOHOMWYECKOT0 cBoftcTha / the absence of prolongacious verbal effu-
sions of the politico-socio-economic variety.” That this, as I have already pointed
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out, is in fact the only other place in Cechov's entire auvre where the epithet
npodaunnosennwi ‘prolongacious’ occurs besides On Holy Night, corrobaorates the
genetic relationship between the two texts. In this letter, Or Holy Night is referred
to as the last of the five stories which started such a commotion (nepenomox) in St.
Petersburg (IInckma 1: 242).

In the same letter, Cechov advises his brother the following, among other things:

[B] onMcaHWAX TMPHPOXBI XBATATHCA 33 MEJKWE JACTHOCTH, PPYIIHpPYSA HX
TakuM 0Opa3oM, TTOGEI [T IPOYTEHAH, KOT7[a 3aKpOSIb I1a3a, Jaranach Kap-
THHA.... [Ipupena AsemaeTes ofyeraeHHOH, eciM ThI He Gpe3ryellh yroTped-
JISITL CDABHEHHS SABJICHHI £¢ C YCTOBEWECKHMA eHCTBUAMHA. ..

fin] the descriptions of nature, to grasp at the small details, grouping them in
such a way that when you close your eyes after reading them you would get a
picture.... Nature appears animate if you don’t mind using the comparisons of
its phenomena with human actions....

In On Holy Night, Ieronim quotes the anthropomorphic similes from the akarhis-
toi, in which the Virgin Mary is likened to a “bright-fruited tree which nourishes
the faithful” and “a tree whose shady foliage is kind to cover many”; in these ex-
amples, just as per the piece of advice adduced above, trees nourish and are kind,
Besides insisting on xpamrocms (brevity) and o6cmoamensrocme (abundance of
concrete detail}, both of which he mentions twice, Ieronim also speaks of the need
for each “little line” to be adorned with “all the objects of the visible world™:

[H]yxno ete, 4106 kaKpgasd CTpOUEYKa M3yKpallieHa Oblna BeAUecKH, YTo6
TYT U UBETE] ObIMA, N MOMNHWS, M BETEP, M CONHIE, W BCe TPEIMETH MIpa
BUIMOTO, (98)

[1]t is also necessary for every little line to be adomed in every way, so that
there were flowers there, and the lightning, and the wind, and the sun, and all
the objects of the visible world,

Finally, Ieronim’s requirement - “T'ak Hago TCATE, YTOORI MOTALIACH CEPILEM
pajioBasncd W IUiakall, a YMOM cofiporasicd W B TpenetT npuxogan (97) / One must
write in such a way that the praying person could rejoice in his heart and weep and
could tremble and come into quaking in his mind” — resonates with Cechov’s
“cepjieurocTk / hearifelt and compassionate sensitivity,” the last item on the men-
tioned list of six, '

In Teronim’s poetics sermon, as elsewhere in his speech, moraxu / monks and
fpamus / brethren, without losing their concrete significance in the plot of the
story, represent the educated community at large, while the akathistoi represent lit-
erary art as such — neglected and under attack from all quarters in 1886, including
one of its most prominent former practitioners, Leo Tolstoy (cf. leronim's com-
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plaint: “[6]eum KoTOPBIS CMESITUCE W iasKe 34 TPeX IOUWTANy ero Hcamue (98) /
there were even those who laughed and regarded his writing as a sin””). Nikolaj is
the lonely, neglected, and misunderstood writer, a consummate craftsman who con-
tinues to write because his is a gift of God, while Ieronim is the lonely ideal reader
who is transformed by his profound love for literature,

Reread in this light, Ieronim’s sermon on poetics becomes illuminating:

MoHaxH, KOTophle He HIOHMMAOLIHE, PACCYIKIAIOT, YTO [...] HYXRKHO TOILKO
3HATb JKATHE CBATOrO, KOTOPOMY ML, 14 ¢ NPOYHMH aKaducTaMiH
coobpaxarscst, Ho 310, rocnogis, Henpasuibro. OHO, KOHEUHO, KT THITeT
axachueT, TOT JOJCKEH 3HATH KATHE N0 YPesBEIYAHHOCTH, [0 MOoCTemHeH
camomManeineii Touky, Hy 1 cooSpaskaTees ¢ MpouHMH akadacTaMm HyKHO,
KaK TAe HayaTh H O 9eM MAcaThk [...] KoHeuRo Ge3 Toro Hens3sd, 4Tob He
coofpaxkaThes, HO TapHOe Bell HE B JXWTHAM, He B COOTBSTCTBHM C TPOIHM,
B Kpacete K ciagoctd. Hyxno, 9106 Bcé 6110 CTpPORHO, KpaTko i 06CTo-
srensHo. Hago, uro0 B kaxmoi cTpoyeuke 6bUIa MMTKOCTE, TACKOBOCTE W
HEXKHOCTE, 4T00 HA OHOTO Cli0Ba HE GBUIC IPpy0oro, ;KecTKOTO WK HeCoOT-
BETCTBYIOIErO. [T'aK HARO IMUCaTh, YOS MONANMEACS CEpPIUEM paloBalcy B
IJAKAJ, 2 YMOM COTIpOT-ancA | B TPeTleT NPHXOFL {97)

The monks who are not the understanding kind argue that [...] one needs
only to know the life of the saint about whom one writes and to consult other
akathisioi. But that, Sir, is incorrect. Of course, whoever writes an akathisios
must know the saint’s life in the extreme, up to the last and smallest point,
Well, one must of course consult other akathisto:, as to how to write and
what to write about [...] Certainly it is impossible without consulting others,
but the main thing is not in the saint’s life, not in any correspondence with
the others, but in beauty and in sweetness, Everything must be orderly, brief,
and detailed. Every little line must have softness, gentleness, and tenderness;
not a single word should be crude, harsh, or inconsiderate. One must write in
such a way that the praying person could rejoice in his heart and weep and
could tremble and come into quaking in his mind.

Just as Cechov’s secular reader-juror must not only acquire a thorough com-
mand of the evidence but must also make his/her own inference, that is, be a re-
sponsible and conscientious juroer, so the listener-reader in Ieronim’s sermon is ac-
tually “Monsmpifica / the praying person,” someone who penectrates deeply the
meaning of what is sung in the liturgy, “sun[aeT], 90 moercs” (99) / “penetrates
[the sense of] what is being sung” so that “gyx 3axpaTsiBacT” / “the spirit captivates
him / lit. ‘his breath is taken away’” in order that he might, in the rapture of the
beauty of the holy phrase, actively converse with God. Ieronim is just such a lis-
tener-reader, “M mo6un [Huxonaft] Mers GoJbllie BceX 34 TO, UTO A 0T akadncToB
ero mnakam!” (99) / “And [Nikolaj] loved me the most because I wept over his

22 ﬁumue is of course the Church Russian for acuans / life, pure and simple: the writer must know
€.
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akathistoil” “OGHEMET MEH, 110 I'WJIOBE INIAMHT, JACKOBLIMH CHOBAMH 0G3LIBAET
[...] 3aTBOPHT KeNBIO, MOCAIMT MERS PSNOM ¢ coboil u nasali ynrTats...” (98) / “He
would embrace me, caress my head, call me by tender names [ ...} He would close
the door of his cell, seat me beside him, and start reading....” This prayerful rapture
in the word is the consummation of the love between the writer and the listener
compared several times to most known forms of love between human beings
(mother and child, siblings, husband and wife). This love inspires Ieronim to speak
so eloquently to his passenger,

When the hellish “enchanted kingdom” / “3axomgosantoe uapcrso” of the mon-
astery shore appears, filled with suffocating smoke, with the reddish light of flick-
ering fires disfiguring people’s faces, Ieronim says: “Ceituac 2anooT macxansHE
xawow...23 [...], a Hukoznas Her, HeKOMY BHHKATE. .24 JIJIsl HErO CITAKE U THCAHUS HE
61O, KK 3TOT KaHOH. B Kaskpioe croBo, 6nmano, supkan!” (99) / “They’ll start
singing the Easter Kanon now [...], and Nikolaj is no more, there’s no one to pene-
trate its meaning... To him, there was no sweeter writing (or ‘scripture’) than this
Kanon. He would penetrate the meaning of every word!"™ The first quotation of
Ieronim’s conversation with the narrator was from the Easter Kanron, and Ieronim
used it to describe his friend. And then Teronim asks the narrator?s (o try to pene-
trate the meaning of what is sung: “Bul BOT KaK GyjieTe TaM, POCIIONWH, H BHHKHETE,
Yo HeeTCs: MyX saxsaTriBaeT!” / “When you get there, Sir, do get deeply into what
is being sung: it is breath-taking (or, literally, the spirit captivates [you])!” —in a
way, to be Nikolaj’s and his, leronim’s, surrogate at the service — since Nikolaj is
dead and leronim who, it turns out, has not even taken his menastic vows yet, has
to work the ferry as his nocaywanue (obedience) exercise. The narrator complies,
10 the extent possible: the path to the monastery gate that gapes like a dark cavity
("X TeMHEIM, TIOXOKWM Ha ENAAHY BOopoTam™) is immersed in a “veritable chaos /
cympi xaoc”’; human waves carry him in and out of the church, there’s smoke from
incense everywhere, bright lights, the crackling of candles, the singing is merry
(recenoe) and fussy (cyernupoe), the clergymen change their garments after every
ode of the Kanon, the human waves keep coming and going [...] Yet in the midst of
all this mindlessly happy hustle and bustle, the narrator experiences what can only
be described as a sharp pang of compassion:

23 The Paschal Kanon was written (in Greek) by St. John of Damascus (8th century). A Kanon con-
sists of 9 odes, of which the second is always omitted at festivals.

Note that the root of the first half of the name Nikolaf is paronomasticatly enclosed in v-NIK-a-1'
{ 'penctrate’. Tt is impossible to establish at this point whether Cechov actually knew that the
roat of Ok, Nuk-G-Ahaog (whence Nikolay)) is genetically related to the root of v-NIK-a-#' (see,
e.g., Maxc Pacmep, Imiumosoziveckuii croedaps pycekoeo savikd, vol, 3, Moscow: Progress,
1987, 74, —aukny7s I), The poetic near-identity of Huroaaii ariraa, though, is indisputable and
was doubtless present to Cechov’s mind,

The narrator's artisiic sensitivity was intuited by Ieronim. The reader of the story may have in-
Terred such sensitivity from the narrator’s urgenevesquely “poetic” descriptions of nature, from
his similes, such as the comparison of the ringing of the monastery bell with the sound of the
plucking of “the thickest string of the douvble bass,” etc.

pX |

23
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Mue, CIMBINGMYCST ¢ TONMOH ¥ 2apasHBRICGMYCS BoeoGIITAM PaloCTHRIM BO3-
OyxpenneM, GBUI0 HEBRIHOCHMO GonbHO 3a HMeponmma., Oryero ero me
cveraT? Iouemy Grl He OHTH Ha TIAPOM KOMY-HAOYIH MEHEE YYBCTBYIOMEMY
H McHee BledaTiTenEHoMy? (101)

Though blended in with the crowd and infected with the universal joyous
excitement, I felt unbearably badly for Ieronim. Why won’t they replace him?
Why not send to the ferry someone less sensitive and less impressionable?

At that point the Easter Kanon is quoted for the third time: “Bozsejs oxpecTs
o TBOW, CioHe, M BUXIb [..], ce Go mpiwpgoma Kb TeGh, axo Gorocehrmas
cehTAna, oTb 3amaga, i chBepa, U MOPH, ¥ BOCTOKA Hapa Tsos...” [ “Lift up thine
eyes, O Zion, look around, and see [...], for lo, thy children have come to thee, like
divinely bright laminaries, from the west and from the north, from the sea and from
the East...” (Easter Kanon, 8™ ode). The narrator must have “penetrated deeply” the
meaning of this exhortation — or efse the exhortation has penetrated him: “Lift up
thine eyes, look around, and see....” And the narrator “glanced at the faces. On all
of them there was a lively expression of triumph; but not a single person listened
carefully nor got deeply into that which was being sung, and no one's *spirit was
captivated’, Why won’t they replace Ieronim?” / **mornsgen va g, Ha seex Guimo
JKHBOE BHIPAYKEHHE TOPKECTEA; HO HH O[[MH YeJIOBEK HE BCITYIHEAICH M HE BHUKAN
B TO, 9TO I1eJICCh, M HI Y KOTO He ‘3axBaThiBano gyxa’. Ordero He cMenstr Hepo-
Huma?” (101) The same compassionate thought about a lowly stranger, a novice
ferryman, of whose very existence the narrator had not known a short while ago,
comes to him yet again.

From this moment on the narrator does not stop seeing, as if his heart and mind
had recovered their sight. He sees (“g mor npegcrasuth cefe” / “I could imagine,”
he says) “sroro Hepounma, CMMPEHHO CTOALIETO re-HUGYIL ¥ CTCHBI, COTHYE-
LErocs | XATHO JIOBALIETO KPacoTy cBsToi dpaszsl.”26 (101) / “this leronim as he
stood humbly by the wall somewhere, as he stooped, grasping avidly the beauty of
the holy phrase,” This harks back to the narrator’s first remark to Jeronim — “Kak
kpacueo!” / “How beautiful!” - and Teronim’s response, “M ckasars Henbss, Kak
kpacuso!” / “It is impossible to express how beautiful it is!™ as he would say again
later about Nikolaj’s writing, “/ BeipasuTs BaM He MoT'y, KaKk oH Tican! / I can't

26 Note that feronim’s name (from Gk.‘Tepdvupog ‘he whose name is holy'} echoes the meaning
of the story’s title and of the ‘ceaTas ¢pa3sa’ on the one hand, and the important motif of Nikolaj
calling ont Ieronim's name, narrated by Ieronim and recalled by the narrator at the end of the
story on the other hand; cf. also the allusion to it in the beginning, Cechov certainly knew
enough Greek to have imagined something like *lepdvuktog “he of the holy night™ which,
parcnomastically, has even more of Ieronim’s name. It is also wsefol 1o bear in mind that the
name feronim (Lat, Hieronymus from the Greek) was made famous throughout the Christian
world by St. Jerome (Sanctus Hieronymus, ca. 340-420 A.D.), the great Christian philologist and
Latin “father of the church,” the first transiator (literally, “ferrier-across'’) of the complete Bible
— the mostly Hebrew Old Testament and the Greek New Testament — into Latin (known as the
Biblia Vulpata).
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even express to you how he wrote!” “Bee, wro Tenepk NpocKanbiniBalo MUMO
cJIyXa CTOSBIIHX OKONO MeHS mmofell, OH XafgHO MAJ Obl cBOef MyTKOH gymoi,
ymmaca Gbi J0 BOCTOPIOB, 10 3aXBATEIRAHNS AyXa, M He G0 6kl BO BCEM XpaMe
gesoeeka cuacTimece ero” (101) / “Everything that was now gliding past the hear-
ing of the people standing near me he [Ieronim, the perfect reader and listener —
A L.] would have been thirstily drinking up with his deep-feeling soul, he would
have drunk himself to ecstasy, to breath-taking, and there wouldn’t have been a
person happier than he in the entire church.” And a compassionate vision again:
“Teneps e OH NNIABAT B3a8J H BIEpel N0 TEMHOH PEKe M TOCKOBAI TIO CBOEM
ymepiem Opare u gpyre” (ibid.) / “Yet right then he was sailing back and forth
across the dark river and yeaming for his deceased brother and friend.” When the
next human wave carries with it a smiling plump monk making way for alady ina
hat and a velvet coat, and a servant carrying a chair for her, the narrator leaves the
church — with the specific purpose of seeking the deceased Nikolaj. “Mmre xorenocs
nocMoTpeTh MeprBoro Hukonas, ©especTHOrO COMHHUTENS axadmceron. A
[...]3arysHy I B HECKONBKO OKOH i, HHYErO He YBHNIEB, Bepryncd Hasag.” (101 £} /1
wanted to take a look at the dead Nikolaj, the unknown composer of akathistoi. I
[...]looked into several windows and, without having seen anything, I came back.”
The narrator doesn’t find what he seeks, but he sees in his mind’s eye a living im-
age of Nikolaj:

JTorc CHMIATAMHOTO MOITHYECKOITD HEJIOBeKa, BLIXONMBILErQ MO HOYaM
nepexmukaThes ¢ FlepoHHMOM 1 NepechITaBInEro CBOH AKa(MCTL! LBeTaMy,
3Be3jIaMH M JTy4aMH CONTALIA, HE IOHSTOTO W OJMHOKOTG, 8 NPEACTAaBIme cele
POGKIAM, GITEIHEIM, ¢ MATKIMY, KPOTKUMH ¥ TPYCTHEIMH YepTavi I, B ero
TNIA3aX, PAOOM C YMOM, AOJDKHA CRETHTLCH JIACKA H TA eBa CepKUBaeMas,
HETCKas BOCTOPXKEHHOCTE, KAKAd CIbIIANACE MHE B rojioce HiepoHuMa, korma
TCT MPWBOIKA MHE [MTaTH W3 axadwcTos, (102)

This congenial poetic person who had been cotning out at night to call on
Ieronim and who had strewn his akathistoi with flowers, stars, and sun rays,
this misunderstoed and lonely person, Timagine him as shy and pale, with a
soft, humble, and sad face. In his eyes affection must be shining beside
intelligence, and also that childlike excitement, barely contained, which I
heard in the voice of Ieronim when he recited for me the quotations from the
akathistol.

This living image of Nikolaj, alive in Ieronim, is now alive in the narrator, The
narrator could not find Nikolaj’s body, just as the myrrh-bearing women could not
find the body of Jesus in the tomb (Luke 24:1-10, Mark 16:1-7). This is described
in one of the sticheras sung immediately following the Paschal Kanon:

MVPOHOCHLILI XEHEL, yTpy ryGoky npefcrarms rpoby Kusnopasna, oopb-
Toula AHresa Ha KamenH chania, | rolf, npophInars IME, CHUE Tareianie:
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TTO WILETE HUBAro ¢b MepTesMiE? o miavere ReTmbararo so T ? Hlegme
nponorkauTe yuemikams Ero,

The myrrh-bearing women, who had early in the morning appeared at the
sepulcher of the Life-giver, found an Angel sitting upon the stone, and he,
having spoken to them, said thus: Why are ye se.ekmg the hvmg among the
dead? Why are ye weeping for the incorruptible in corruptlon'? Go and
announce this to His disciples.”

At this point the narrator, with his spiritual vision recovered, “mor EpeTs pery ¢
oGounu Geperamu” (102) / “could see the river with both its banks™: this shore and
the other, which in Cechov's figural symbolism means “This shore and the Other,”
as the received symbolism of the river crossing suggests.

When the narrator embarks on the return trip, all he can see is Ieronim’s face; he
follows Ieronim’s gaze until it alights on the face of a young merchant wotnan. *“B
ITOM NPONOTKUTSIEHOM B3TAANe O5I10 MAN0 MYy>KCKoro. MHE KaxXeTcs, YT Ha
JHLE KeHmnabl Heporms HoKa MATKYX | HERHBIX YepT CEOErc YCOTILero apyra.”
(103) / “There was little that was masculine in this long gaze. It seems to me that in
the woman’s face Teronim was looking for the soft and gentle features of his de-
ceased friend.”

Tracing leronim’s gaze, the narrator finds the living image of the dead poet in
the gentle features of the young woman. The miracle of verbal art, experienced by
the narrator, endows him with the gift of seeing the living image of spiritual beauty
wherever its promise can be found, however unlikely the locus may appear to the
spiritually blind carnal eye. It is this gift of the transfiguring spiritual vision, the
vision that connects the eternal figures with their earthly manifestations, that makes
the night holy.

Teronim, the namesake of St. Jerome, the great 4"-century Christian philologist
and translator (see note 25), succeeded in translating — nepesecmu (cf. the homo-
phonous nepesesmu ‘to drive across, to ferry’) — Nikolaj’s art from the realm of the
dead to the realm of the living, from the realm of oblivion and corruption to the
realm of remembrance and incorruption, and in so doing changed the mind of the
narrator, as well as that of many a reader, from idle curiosity and indifference to
compassionate participation.

On Holy Night is the living image of Cechov's art. By way of intricately crafted
stories and plays where, on the surface of it, nothing much seems to happen, the
thoughtful and conscientious reader moves to an experience of the goodness of
beauty, and may well be changed for the better.



