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On the Reception of Antiquity in Boris Pasternak’s Doktor Zivago'

While not the only one, the character of Nikolaj Vedenjapin is probably the most obvious indi-
cation of the important function that ancient Rome plays in Doktor Zivago. In his philosophical
reflections, the protagonist’s uncle regularly refers to antiquity in order to contrast it with his
ideal vision of a Christian society. Characteristic of Vedenjapin’s argument is a portrayal of
antiquity that is exaggerated and distorted insofar as he largely ignores the cultural achieve-
ments of pre-Christian Europe.? However, Pasternak was likely less concerned here with retro-
spectively discrediting the Roman Empire and its emperors. Evidently, he sought rather to take
a stand against the political injustices of his time. Accordingly, Vedenjapin’s statements about
antiquity often conceal a veiled criticism of the Soviet government, whose policies are impos-
sible to reconcile with Pasternak’s personal values.? In this sense, in Doktor Zivago, antiquity
serves as a symbol of a misanthropic worldview which (analogous to Soviet socialism) runs
counter to the historical mission of Christianity. However, the way in which Pasternak conveys
this worldview is by no means limited to the characters’ spoken remarks. Rather, behind Veden-
japin’s dismissive judgements lies a deeper layer of the novel, the full extent and inner logic of
which only become apparent upon close reading.

It is therefore even more surprising that — with a few exceptions* — scholars have so far paid
little attention to Pasternak’s reception of ancient authors. This essay attempts to close this gap
partially by focusing on the character of the military commissar Ginc and examining his struc-
tural function within Doktor Zivago. After all, although Pasternak devotes relatively little nar-
rative time to the commissar, his symbolic significance for the novel cannot be overstated.

When Ginc is sent to the Western Front at the end of World War 1, he is told of a mutinous
regiment. Specifically, he is informed that the regiment has been stirred by a few “ringleaders”
(“3aunnmuku’’) and has since refused to obey its officers. Despite the urgent warnings from the
local general staff, the commissar boldly declares his intention to compel the rebellious soldiers
to submit. Even though the army command has previously provided a Cossack regiment to

disarm the mutineers, Ginc categorically refuses to use force. In his opinion, all that is needed

! This article is an abridged version of a chapter from the author’s ongoing doctoral dissertation (working title:
Das Altertum als Referenzpunkt des nationalen Selbstverstindnisses — Zur Rezeption antiker Schrifisteller bei Ni-
kolaj Gogol’und Boris Pasternak)

2 See Meshakov-Korjakin 1967, pp. 37-39.

3 For example, see Markov 1959, pp. 21-22: “[T]he sentence about the ‘pockmarked Caligulas’ who had no idea
how inferior the system of slavery is does not smack in the original of a boring textbook on economics; it is a
personal and scathing reference to ‘the tyrant lacking any real spark of genius,’ (‘kak bezdaren vsyakii porabotitel’)
a portrait of Stalin (‘pockmarked”).”

4 First and foremost, reference should be made here to Griffiths and Rabinowitz (see Griffiths/Rabinowitz 2011,
pp. 176-194), but also to Smirnov (see Smirnov 1996, pp. 109—-115).



is a persuasive speech to calm the soldiers and persuade them to hand over their leaders. In
practice, however, the commissar’s impassioned speech fails to convince the deserters. Worse
still, he arouses the displeasure of the very Cossacks deployed to disarm the soldiers. When the
mutineers finally accuse Ginc of being an enemy spy because of his German accent, his com-
panions urge him to flee. Nevertheless, relying on his oratorical skills, the commissar makes
another attempt at persuasion, but once again fails. Visibly frustrated, he ultimately fuels the
deserters’ anger by threatening them with the death penalty. In response, one of the soldiers
shoots him, whereupon the crowd descends upon his corpse with bayonets.

Scholars have already noted that Pasternak was greatly affected by the tragic fate of Fédor
Linde when shaping the character of the commissar.’> The plotline surrounding Ginc is largely
based on the third chapter of Na vautrennem fronte (1922), whose author, Pétr Krasnov, per-
sonally witnessed Linde’s murder.® Despite the striking similarities between both texts, how-
ever, it is important to note that the fictional character of Ginc at times differs significantly from
the historical figure of Linde. It is precisely these deviations from Krasnov that merit philolog-
ical attention. They illustrate a principle that applies to numerous works of world literature: in
his retelling of historical events, Pasternak makes extensive use of artistic freedom.” But how
does this manifest itself in relation to Ginc/Linde, and how does this influence our understand-
ing of Pasternak’s novel? In response to this question, this essay aims to interpret the relevant
episode in Doktor Zivago as an engagement with the literary and political legacy of Marcus
Tullius Cicero (106 — 43 B.C.). However, Pasternak does not establish this connection by faith-
fully portraying Cicero’s personality. Rather, the reception of Cicero occurs ex negativo, as
Pasternak constructs the commissar as the exact antithesis of the Roman consul.

Pasternak achieves this, on the one hand, by depriving Ginc of any eloquence — in sharp
contrast to the rhetorical brilliance of Cicero. Through his vocabulary, Pasternak implies that
the character of the commissar formally belongs to the tradition of Roman rhetoric. Thus, in-
stead of Ginc’s proper name, the narrator occasionally uses the antonomasia “opatop” (Eng.:
“orator”), a Latinism that establishes a direct connection to the vibrant oratorical culture of the

Forum Romanum. Although the commissar is thus associated with Rome’s leading orators, he

> See Pasternak 2004, pp. 679-680. — According to Evgenij and Elena Pasternak, this event not only attracted Boris
Pasternak’s attention but caused a great stir among the Russian intelligentsia. For instance, Osip Mandelstam’s
poem Kogda oktjabr skij nam gotovil vremenscik... also addresses Linde’s death.
¢ For a detailed comparison of Pasternak’s and Krasnov’s texts, see Polivanov 2024, pp. 125-133.
7 Igor’ Smirnov attributes these deviations to the fact that the episode involving Ginc is actually based on A. Tol-
stoj’s novel Séstry: “The episode involving Ginc [...] does not directly reflect the murder of the real historical
figure, F. F. Linde[.] Pasternak’s novel points the reader directly to a literary adaptation of this factual material —
Tolstoj’s Séstry — and to historical reality[.]* (Smirnov 1996, pp. 49-50.)

Smirnov’s point is certainly well taken that Pasternak reworks the real events in a literary manner. Whether,
however, he refers to Séstry remains an open question.
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by no means lives up to the expectations this image evokes in the reader. As soon as he makes
his first appearance, he attempts to impress the representatives of the local military administra-
tion through his supposed talent for oratory: “[H]oBsIii koMuccap [...] HaXoauICs Mepea aaMu-
HUCTPaToOpaMH BOEHHO-OyMa)kKHOTO LAPCTBa, CTOSA Mepe]l HUMHU U opaTtopcTsoBai.” The pejo-
rative connotation of the verb “oparopctBoBars” (Eng.: “to speechify”) foreshadows Ginc’s
exaggerated self-confidence by revealing his rhetorical ineptitude. Instead of giving the officers
a taste of genuine eloquence, he can at best create the appearance of it.’

This impression is reinforced as the plot unfolds: Ginc’s fruitless efforts to appease the de-
serters violate fundamental rules of ancient rhetoric. Consequently, both his recklessness and
his tendency toward dogmatism reflect shortcomings which, according to Aristotle, are partic-
ularly common among young orators.'? No less characteristic of youth is an idealism, which in
the case of the commissar inevitably recalls not only Aristotle’s techné rhétorike but also Plato’s
philosophy. Thus, Ginc perceives the art of rhetoric — analogous to Socrates in Gorgias'! —as a

means for the moral education of the population, which must be led to virtue:

[Tycte OyHTOBIINKH, ITyCTh AaXKe NE3EPTUPHI, HO 3TO HApOJ, TOCMOAA, BOT YTO BHI 3a0bIBacTe. A Hapox
peOEHOK, HaO ero 3HaTh, HAJIO 3HATH €TO IICUXHKY, TYT TpedyeTcs ocoOsIit moxxon. Hamo ymeTs 3anerts 3a
€ro Iy4Iline, IyBCTBUTEIbHEHAIINE CTPYHBI TaK, 9TOOBI OHU 3a3BEHENH. |

In direct confrontation with the soldiers, however, it becomes clear that Ginc cannot even come
close to living up to his grandiose promises. Contrary to Quintilian’s precepts, the commissar
is unable to adapt his speeches to either his audience or the circumstances.'® Even if the com-
missar’s idealism might find a benevolent audience elsewhere, it is undoubtedly out of place
among the war-weary soldiers. Thus, while Ginc speaks at length about the civil liberties ac-
quired in the wake of the February Revolution, he shows absolutely no sympathy for the hard-
ships the war imposes on the soldiers. This behaviour perfectly illustrates the Aristotelian prin-

t14

ciple of apparent slight'* insofar as the commissar deliberately ignores the soldiers’ heartfelt

8 “[TThe new commissar [...] stood before the rulers of this military-paper kingdom, facing them and speechify-
ing[.]” (DZ-V/5 — Hayward’s and Harari’s trans. revised here by B.B.)
% In fact, deceptive appearances are a central characteristic of the commissar. Among other things, he strives to
give the false impression of maturity: “It probably embarrassed him to be so young and in order to seem older he
put on a caustic expression and an artificial stoop[.]” (DZ-V/5)
1 See Arist. rhet. 11, 1389a-b. — Indeed, the commissar’s inexperience is repeatedly emphasized in Doktor Zivago.
(See DZ-V/8: “The commissar is a babe in arms.”)
! See Plat. Gorg. 504d—e.
12 “They may be rebels, gentlemen, they may even be deserters, but remember, they are people. And the people
are like children, you have to know them, you have to know their psychology. To get the best out of them, you
must have the right approach, you have to move them, to touch their hearts.” (DZ-V/5)
13 See Quint. inst. XI, 1, 45-47.
4 In summary, according to Josef Konig, Aristotle’s concept of “anger” (Gr.: “0pyn”) describes the desire for
retribution against someone from whom one has previously experienced “apparent slight” (Gr.: “powouévn
oMywpia”). We perceive the behaviour of a fellow human being as apparent slight when that person openly pre-
vents us from satisfying an urgent need. (See Konig 2002, pp. 144-150.)
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desire for peace. Instead of appeasing the mutineers, he inflames their desire for revenge, which
they seek to satisfy by murdering him.

In summary, Ginc’s failure with the soldiers must thus be understood as a direct consequence
of his rhetorical incompetence. In fact, the commissar falls short not only of his own unrealis-

tically high expectations, but also of Cicero’s requirements for a capable orator:

Huius est in dando consilio de maximis rebus cum dignitate explicata sententia; eiusdem et languentis pop-
uli incitatio et effrenati moderatio; eadem facultate et fraus hominum ad perniciem et integritas ad salutem
vocatur. Quis cohortari ad virtutem ardentius, quis a vitiis acrius revocare, quis vituperare improbos as-
perius, quis laudare bonos ornatius, quis cupiditatem vehementius frangere accusando potest? Quis maero-
rem levare mitius consolando?!’

Up to this point we have explained how the commissar falls victim to his own overconfidence
and juvenile recklessness. Although he lacks the rhetorical skill necessary to persuade the mu-
tineers, he seeks direct dialogue and seals his fate. As an “orator imperfectus”, he thus differs
strikingly from Cicero, whom the classical historian Klaus Bringmann retrospectively elevates
to the status of Rome’s most significant orator.'® Considering recent research on Pasternak, the
comparison between Ginc and Cicero is by no means far-fetched. Konstantin Polivanov briefly
mentions the striking similarities between Fédor Tjutéev’s poem Ciceron and Zivago’s euphoria
regarding the February Revolution: “)KuBaro, roBopsi 0 peBONIOIMH, OTMEUAET UCKIIOUNTEb-
HOCTbh MOMEHTA, [...]| KOT/Ia CTAHOBUTCS BUJIHO ,HEOECHOE  BMEIIATEILCTBO B JJAPOBAHUE JIIO-
1M cBo6o/bl. Ero cOBpeMEHHHKH CTAaHOBATCS T0100HKI TIoTueBcKoMmy Llunepony[.]”!

The reference to Tjutéev’s Ciceron fits perfectly into the specific historical portrait that
Doktor Zivago paints of the Russian Civil War. Accordingly, through his depiction of the Feb-
ruary Revolution, Pasternak shows that the Provisional Government in 1917 was heading to-
wards a fate similar to that of the late Roman Republic. As mentioned earlier, however, he does
not intend to replicate Cicero’s life faithfully. Rather, Pasternak recounts the Roman statesman’s
political career ex negativo by assigning the role of a pseudo-Cicero to the commissar.

Even the brief remarks about Ginc’s background are enough to suggest that his life story is
deliberately constructed in contrast with Cicero’s biography in many respects. When the com-

missar first appears, the narrator mentions: “I'oBopuiu, 6yaTO OH U3 XOPOIIEH CEMbU, YyTh JIU

15 “It is the part of the orator, when advising on affairs of supreme importance, to unfold his opinion as a man
having authority: his duty too it is to arouse a listless nation, and to curb its unbridled impetuosity. By one and the
same power of eloquence the deceitful among mankind are brought to destruction, and the righteous to deliverance.
Who more passionately than the orator can encourage to virtuous conduct, or more zealously than he reclaim from
vicious courses? Who can more austerely censure the wicked, or more gracefully praise men of worth? Whose
invective can more forcibly subdue the power of lawless desire? Whose comfortable words can soothe grief more
tenderly?” (Cic. de orat. 11, 9, 35.)
16 See Bringmann 2014, p. 12.
17 “Speaking of the revolution, Zivago notes the exceptional nature of the moment [...] when a ‘divine’ intervention
becomes visible in the granting of freedom to the people. His contemporaries come to resemble Tjutchev’s Cicero.”
(Polivanov 2024, p. 121.)
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He ceiH cenaropal.]”!® Contrary to this relativizing phrasing, the attentive reader will already
be aware that the commissar was born into the wealthy intelligentsia. Accordingly, in the second
part of the novel, the Ginc family is among the select guests attending the chamber concert at
the Gromekos’ home.!” Consequently, by virtue of his background, the commissar enjoyed the
typical privileges of the upper class, which were likely to have significantly advanced his pro-
fessional career. As the presumed son of a senator, he thus differs not only from all those Baltic
Germans in the Tsarist Empire who had to work their way up in society on their own?® , but also
from Cicero. Originally from the Roman equestrian order, the latter, according to Blom, culti-
vated the image of an exemplary “homo novus”, whose political success was based solely on
competence and hard work. In this way, he distinguished himself from his rival Lucius Cal-
purnius Piso, who had been able to pursue the course of honours only thanks to his famous

ancestors?' :

Is mihi etiam gloriabatur se omnis magistratus sine repulsa adsecutum? Mihi ista licet de me vera cum
gloria praedicare; omnis enim honores populus Romanus mihi ipsi non nomini detulit. Nam tu cum quaestor
es factus, etiam qui te numquam viderant tamen illum honorem nomini mandabant tuo. Aedilis es factus:
Piso est a populo Romano factus, non iste Piso. Praetura item maioribus delata est tuis: Noti erant illi mortui,
te vivum nondum noverat quisquam. Me cum quaestorem in primis, aedilem priorem, practorem primum
cunctis suffragiis populus Romanus faciebat, homini ille honorem non generi, moribus non maioribus meis,
virtuti perspectae non auditae nobilitati deferebat.?

Although Ginc (like Piso) was already part of the social elite by birth, he does not conceal his
origins. Rather, he openly points to them to underscore his unconditional devotion to the Rus-
sian people. To this end, he employs Cicero’s argument, insofar as he reverses it and claims that

it was precisely his noble birth that made his entry into politics difficult:

[[T]ornsaauTe Ha MeHSA. BOT s, eMMHCTBEHHBIH CBHIH, HaJEXIa CEMbH, HUUETO HE I0XKaJel, MOKePTBOBAI
HNMEHEM, TT0JIOKEHHEM, JII000BBIO pOANTENIeH, YTOOBI 3aBOEBaTh BaM CBOOOLY, paBHOW KOTOPOH HE IOJIb3Y-
eTcsi HM OAMH HapoJl B MHpe. DTO caenal s U MHOXKECTBO TAKHX K€ MOJIOJBIX JIIO/IEeH, He TOBOPS YK O
CTapol TBapANM CIIABHBIX NPEAIIECTBEHHUKOB, O KaTOpXKaHaX-HAPOIHUKAX W HApOIOBOJIbIAX-IUTHCCEINb-
Oypskuax. s ceGs i MbI cTapanucsk? Ham i 510 6b110 HyXkHO 723

18 “He was said to come of a good family (the son of a senator, some people thought)[.]” (DZ-V/5)
19 See DZ-11/20.
20 On opportunities for advancement for ethnic minorities in the Tsarist Empire, see Lecke 20135, p. 20.
21 See Blom 2010, pp. 50-54.
22 “Does he even pride himself before me on having obtained all the magistracies without a rebuff? I can take a
true pride in making that assertion of myself; for upon myself and for myself the Roman people bestowed all its
offices. But when you were made quaestor, even men who had never seen you conferred that honour upon — your
name. You were made aedile; it was a Piso — not you who bear that name — who was elected by the Roman people.
So also it was upon your ancestors that the praetorship was bestowed. They were dead, but all men knew of them;
you were alive, but as yet not a single man knew you. But when the Roman people by their general suffrages
returned me high on the poll as quaestor, and successively as first aedile and first praetor, it was to a man that they
paid that distinction, not to a family, to my character, not to my ancestors, to approved merit, not to reputed nobil-
ity.” (Cic. Pis. 1,2.)
23 “Take my own case. I am an only son, the only hope of my parents, yet I haven’t spared myself. I’ve given up
everything — name, family, position. I have done this to fight for your freedom, greater freedom than is enjoyed by
any other people in the world. This I did, and so did many other young men like myself, not to speak of the old
guard of our glorious forerunners, champions of the people’s rights, who were sent to hard labour in Siberia or
locked up in the Schliisselburg Fortress. Did we do this for ourselves?” (DZ-V/5)
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Paradoxically, however, this supposed selflessness does not prevent the commissar from unduly
emphasizing his own merits to the state as well as those of his comrades. Indeed, such a pen-
chant for self-praise was by no means foreign to Cicero either, who constantly boasted of his
foresight in thwarting the Catiline Conspiracy. Although Cicero (like Ginc) also acknowledged

the achievements of his contemporaries, his self-adulation often caused offense in public:
Kai péyiotov pév ioyvoev v tij moAel 10te, TOAAOIG & Emipbovov Eovtov €moinoev am’ 00devog Epyov
TovNPoD, T@ 6 Emavelv del Kol LeYaADVELY aDTOG EXVTOV DTTO TOAADY dvoyepatvOpEVOc. OUTE yap PovAny
obte Sfipov oBte Sikaothiplov fv cuveldeiv, év @ u Katikivay £8s1 Opvlodpevov dxodoon kol Aéviiov,
GAAG Kol To, BiPAia TEAEVTAV KOTETANGE Kol TA GLYYPAUUATO TV EYKOUIOY, Kol TOV Adyov, idtoTov dvia
Kol yapwv Eyovto mAeiotnv Emaybi] kol opTiKOV €noince Tolg AKPOMUEVOLS, DoTEP TVOG del KNpog adTd
TG andiag Tadg Tpocovong. ‘Ouwmg 8¢, Kainep obTmg AKpat® PrAoTiig cUVAV, ATNALOKTO TOD EOOVELV
ETEPOLC, APOHOVAOTATOC BV €V T@ TOLC TPO aVTOD Kol TOVg Kab' avtov avdpag ykopdle, og ek 1@V
cvyypappdtov Aofeiv Eot.?
Although Plutarch’s harsh criticism is likely to meet with approval even among those inclined
to favor Cicero, this in no way diminishes the consul’s personal commitment to the Roman
Republic. During his consulship Cicero not only thwarted the Catiline Conspiracy but also took
numerous other measures to protect the republican constitution.?> In this sense, the ostentatious
self-praise of the “pater patriae” (Eng.: “Father of the Fatherland”) — Cicero’s honorary title —
may seem distasteful, but despite all reservations, is not entirely unjustified.?®
Ginc’s political record, on the other hand, is limited to the mere fact that he is “said [...] to
have been one of the first to march his company to the Duma in February.”?” Even if the com-
missar was somehow involved in the overthrow of the Tsarist government, this by no means
justifies his arrogance. By presenting himself as a key figure in the Russian struggle for political
freedom and civil rights, he clearly overestimates his own importance to the revolutionary
movement (see “BoT s [...] HU4ero He moxasnes, MoXepTBOBaJl UMEHEM, TTOJIOKEHHEM, JTF000-
BbIO poauTenel, yToObl 3aBOeBaTh BaM CBOOOAY, paBHOW KOTOpPOIl HE MOJIB3yeTCs HU OAUH
napoz B mupe.”?¥). While Cicero merely points to his successes in an overly assertive manner,

the commissar thus assigns himself a role that he never actually held. In other words, although

Ginc does not even come close to a politician of Cicero’s rank, he behaves as if he were one.

24 «“So at this time Cicero had the greatest power in the state, but he made himself generally odious, not by any
base action, but by continually praising and magnifying himself, which made him hateful to many. For there could
be no session either of senate or assembly or court of justice in which one was not obliged to hear Catiline and
Lentulus endlessly talked about. Nay, he even went so far as to fill his books and writings with these praises of
himself; and he made his oratory, which was naturally very pleasant and had the greatest charm, irksome and
tedious to his hearers, since this unpleasant practice clung to him like a fatality. But nevertheless, although he
cherished so strong an ambition, he was free from envying others, since he was most ungrudging in his encomiums
upon his predecessors and contemporaries, as may be gathered from his writings.” (Plut. Cic. 24)
%5 See Fuhrmann 2011, pp. 91-103.
26 Quintilian offers an alternative perspective, arguing that Cicero was often forced to engage in such self-praise
due to external circumstances (see Quint. inst. XI, 1, 17-19).
27 “Toopwum, GyaTo oH [...] B eBpaste oMH U3 MEpBHIX TIOBEN CBOKO poTy B TocynapcTennyio aymy.” (DZ-V/5)
28 “T haven’t spared myself. I’ve given up everything — name, family, position. I have done this to fight for your
freedom, greater freedom than is enjoyed by any other people in the world.” (DZ-V/5)
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The fatal consequences of this discrepancy between self-perception and reality are revealed,
in turn, by Ginc’s violent death. This event proves so pivotal that it is revisited at a later point
in the plot of Doktor Zivago. In the eleventh part of the novel, Pamfil Palych confesses to the

protagonist that he murdered the commissar, an act for which he still feels remorse:

MHoro s Baiero 6pata B pacXojl MyCTHII, MHOTO Ha MHE KPOBH TOCIIOJICKOM, O(HIIEPCKOH, ¥ XOTh ObI 4TO.
Yucna-MMeHH He IOMHIO, Besl BOJIOH pacTekiach. Oroell y MeHs OJIMH U3 TOJIOBbI HEH/IET, Oroyiblia OHOTO
A CTYKHyJI, 3a0BITh HE MOTY. 3a UTO s MApHUIIKY nory6un? Paccmerumn, ymopun o Mensi. Co cMexy 3a-
crpenw, caypy. Hu 3a uro.?

What at first glance seems to be a ‘simple’ confession of guilt is — within the internal logic of
the novel — actually of central importance. During the civil war Pamfil serves as a red partisan
in the very unit commanded by Liverij Averkievi¢ Mikulicyn. As various allusions to Sallust in
the eleventh part of Doktor Zivago suggest, the latter character is based on none other than
Lucius Sergius Catilina (108 — 62 B.C.). In accordance with the contrapuntal structure of the
novel®’, Palych functions as an intratextual link between Ginc and Mikulycin, who in turn em-
body Cicero and Catiline, respectively. Therefore, these two characters — analogous to their
ancient role models — indirectly rival each other, even though they do not formally encounter
one another. Pasternak thus projects the power struggle between the Roman consul and perhaps
his most bitter adversary onto the context of the Russian Civil War. However, in Doktor Zivago
it is the conspirators, who triumph. Since the commissar possesses neither the oratorical nor the
political talent of the real Cicero, he is powerless to stop the growing influence of the Bolshe-
viks. Instead, Pamfil succeeds with Ginc’s murder, something Catiline’s followers failed to do
on multiple occasions: the future follower of Mikulycin (that is, the Bolshevik Catiline) elimi-
nates the Russian (pseudo-)Cicero.

Consequently, the antipodes Ginc and Mikulycin allude to two historical conflicts at once,
reflecting both the struggle between the Provisional Government and the Bolsheviks and that
between the Roman Senate and Catiline. The commissar thus becomes the face of the February
Revolution for two reasons. On the one hand, he is the one and only character in Doktor Zivago
who officially represents the Provisional Government. On the other hand, through his idealism
as well as through his failure he embodies the Provisional Government’s de facto incapacity to
act. Although the government granted the population fundamental civil liberties, it postponed

t.3]

urgent social reforms given the foreign policy threat.”” The fatal miscalculation that the war

2 “I’ve done away with a lot of your kind, there's a lot of officers’ blood on my hands. Officers, gentry. And it’s
never worried me. Spilt it like water. Names and numbers all gone out of my head. But there’s one little fellow I
can't get out of my mind; I killed that brat and I can’t forget it. Why did I have to kill him? He made me laugh, and
I killed him for a joke, for nothing, like a fool.” (DZ-XI/9)

30 On the principle of counterpoint in Doktor Zivago, see Gasparov 1989.

31 See Hildermeier 1998, pp. 82-83.



could be continued while still securing the support of the population finds its counterpart in the
commissar’s overconfidence. By persisting in Russia’s war aims, the cabinet misjudged its own
room for manoeuvre and consequently sealed its fate. In this sense, Ginc’s death in Doktor
Zivago foreshadows the fall of the Provisional Government, which, though committed to a free
Russia, was ultimately unable to meet the historical challenges of the time.

The commissar thus fulfils a symbolic function similar to that of Cicero himself, who, in his
conflict with Mark Antony, became the symbol of a dying state. In his Philippicae orationes,
Cicero strongly condemned Antony’s arbitrary actions and secured the Senate’s declaration of
the general as a public enemy.*? Although Cicero was able to curb Antony’s power for the time
being, he simultaneously inflamed his desire for revenge. Thus, after joining forces with Octa-
vian and Lepidus to form the Second Triumvirate, Antony placed his former adversary on the
proscription list. Shortly thereafter, while fleeing, Cicero was captured and murdered by An-
tony’s henchmen, who, acting on orders, cut off his head and his hands. Subsequently, the tri-
umvir staged an unmistakable demonstration of power by displaying the remains of the former
consul in the Forum Romanum.>* According to Fuhrmann, Cicero’s death on December 7%, 43

B.C., marks the symbolic conclusion of the centuries-long history of the Roman Republic:

“[D]ie langwierige, von Biirgerkriegen erfiillte Krise Roms, der Ubergang von der Republik zur Monar-
chie, raffte gerade die erbarmungslos dahin, die sich ganz und gar [...] ihrer Sache verschrieben. Gewif}
hatte sich keiner [...] bei seinem in den persdnlichen Untergang fiihrenden Handeln so sehr von Illusionen
leiten lassen wie Cicero. Andererseits galt gerade sein Wirken, sein politisches wie sein literarisches, einer
Realitdt: der in Jahrhunderten gewachsenen romischen Adelsrepublik; und so war es mehr als ein &duf3eres
Zusammentreffen, dafl sein Leben nur zehn Tage nach jenem 27. November endete, an dem die Dreimén-
nerherrschaft de jure begonnen und hiermit die Verfassung der alten res publica fiir immer beseitigt hatte.
Ciceros Tod war [...] Symbol fiir den Untergang der republikanischen Freiheit.>*

Although Ginc differs from Cicero in many respects, both meet a similar fate. Like the Roman
politician, the young commissar devotes himself completely to a state he does not yet believe
to be lost. The fact that he is not discouraged by the hopeless situation and sacrifices himself
for his ideal of freedom makes him a symbol of a declining state. The subsequent civil war in
both cases illustrates the drastic changes following this upheaval for both politics and the pop-
ulation. In Rome, however, Octavian — a man possessing a certain ambivalence — rose to sole

power. To consolidate his authority, the future emperor often acted ruthlessly and frequently did

32 See Bringmann 2014, pp. 256-257.
33 See Fuhrmann 2011, pp. 304-306.
34 [T]he protracted crisis in Rome, marked by civil wars, and the transition from republic to monarchy, swept away
precisely those who had devoted themselves entirely to their cause [...]. Certainly, no one [...] had been as guided
by illusions in his actions, which led to his personal downfall, as Cicero. On the other hand, his work — both
political and literary — was dedicated to a reality: the Roman aristocratic republic that had grown over centuries;
and so it was more than a mere coincidence that his life ended just ten days after that November 27%, on which the
triumvirate had been established de jure and thereby abolished the constitution of the old res publica forever.
Cicero’s death was [...] a symbol of the downfall of republican freedom.” (Ibid., pp. 306-307.)
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not hesitate to use force to achieve his goals. After seizing power, he in turn proved to be a far-
sighted monarch who put an end to the turmoil of the civil wars and secured long-term domestic
peace.®® In contrast, the Bolsheviks prevailed in Moscow, their power largely based on state-
sanctioned terror.>®

From this derives the particular tragedy inherent in the character of the commissar. If one
considers the fifth part of Doktor Zivago in isolation, Ginc may appear overambitious, at times
even oblivious to reality. That he misinterprets the situation and treats the soldiers with con-
tempt, however, is less an expression of malice than a consequence of his (in the Aristotelian
sense) youthful naivety. When viewed within the broader context, it becomes clear that the
idealistic commissar believes he is acting in the very best interests of the people. This consid-
eration ultimately explains both Pamfil’s pangs of conscience and the consternation of station-
master Povarichin. Talking to the protagonist, the latter is visibly shocked after witnessing the

commissar’s murder:

BoT TyT OH Jiexkan. YAUBUTEIBHOE 1eN0, HABUAAJICS 5 32 BOWHY BCSKHX yXKACOB, Opa ObI MPUBBIKHYTh. A
TYT Takas >kanocTts B3suia! [maBHOe — OeccMbicnuna. 3a uto? Yto oH UM caenai mwioxoro? Jla passe ato
monu? ToBopat, mobumer ceMbr.’’

Shortly thereafter, street battles break out in Moscow between supporters of the Provisional
Government and the Bolsheviks, leading directly to the overthrow of the interim government.
Although various characters address the level of violence, detailed descriptions of the events
are absent, much as they were during the February Revolution.*® After Jurij is briefly informed
by his acquaintances of the intensity of the clashes, he and his family hide in their apartment
for several days. When the doctor first ventures out onto the street on his way to the hospital,
the fighting has already subsided. There, during a gathering snowstorm, he buys a freshly
printed special edition from a newspaper boy that heralds the victory of the Bolsheviks.*’
From the casual manner in which Doktor Zivago refers to the Soviets’ seizure of power, the
inattentive reader might conclude that, from an intra-fictional perspective, it was an insignifi-
cant event. However, this impression is deceptive, as the character of the commissar makes

clear. For his death illustrates why the February Revolution’s promise of freedom was not

35 See Bringmann 2007, pp. 13-14.

36 Between December 1917 and February 1922 alone, an estimated 280,000 people fell victim to the so-called
“Red Terror” carried out by the Soviet secret police, CK. (See Hildermeier 1998, p. 151)

37 “This is where he lay. It’s a funny thing. I’ve seen some bad things in the war, you’d think I was used to anything.
But I felt so sorry, somehow. It was the senselessness of it as much as anything. What had he done to them? But
then they aren’t human beings. They say he was the favourite son.” (DZ-V/12)

38 Angela Livingstone highlights this approach as a distinctive feature of Pasternak’s novel: “It is symptomatic of
Pasternak’s method that both the 1917 revolutions, which most Soviet novels depict as crowd scenes filled with
noise, speeches, and collective excitement, are reflected by him in the reaction of a single man hearing the news
from afar.” (Livingstone 1989, p. 69.)

39 See DZ-V1/8.



destined for long-term success and why, instead, a socialist one-party rule was able to establish
itself in Russia. The fact that Pasternak draws a comparison here with Cicero is by no means a
mere display of intellectual erudition. He was deeply shaken by the communists’ seizure of
power, an event that left a lasting mark on world history. Consequently, Pasternak seeks to
demonstrate that the October Revolution was a political disaster whose dramatic consequences

were no less significant than the fall of the Roman Republic.
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