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Marina Elepova, Nataliya Beloshitskaya, and Robert P. Irvine 

 

 

Narrative Strategy and Rebellion in Scott and Lermontov: The Black Dwarf and Vadim. 

 

 

Introduction 

 

This essay compares The Black Dwarf by Walter Scott, published in 1816, with the 

unfinished novel Vadim by the great Russian poet Mikhail Lermontov, which he began in 

1832 but was only published in 1873. It is partly an essay in influence, tracing the narrative 

resources that Lermontov drew from Scott in his first experiment in prose fiction (Lermontov 

is best known in the English-speaking world for A Hero of Our Time of 1840, where it is 

sometimes identified as ‘the first great Russian novel’).1 But this essay also uses Lermontov’s 

particular application of those resources to bring into focus narrative possibilities in his 

source text that Scott did not realise there, and that we miss if we understand The Black 

Dwarf only in relation to other novels by Scott. To think back from Lermontov to Scott in 

this way is to recognize The Black Dwarf as itself an experiment in prose fiction: the first 

volume in a series, Tales of My Landlord, whose parameters were not yet clear when Scott 

began it. Critics, beginning with Scott himself, have tended to judge The Black Dwarf an 

aesthetic failure.2 But Scott also indicated, in his Introduction to the Magnum Opus edition of 

1829, that this was the effect of incompletion: ‘The story was intended to be longer, and the 

catastrophe more artificially brought on’.3 By tracing in Vadim a road not taken in The Black 



Dwarf, we recognize that a great writer may shape the work of succeeding generations as 

much by what they leave undone as by their actual accomplishment. 

 

1. Lermontov and Scott 

 

The two stories can be summarized in terms of their parallel characters, scenarios and 

episodes. The Black Dwarf begins with the appearance in a rural district in the Scottish 

Borders of a mysterious dwarf who impresses onlookers with ‘a degree of strength which 

seemed inconsistent with his size and apparent deformity’, which he uses to move huge 

stones on a hilltop to build a rudimentary hut.4 The location has supernatural associations, 

and lends Elshie (as he becomes known) an uncanny reputation.  Vadim opens with the title 

character’s appearance among the beggars at a monastery gate: he too strikes his fellows as 

‘unearthly’, and he too ‘was hunchbacked and bow-legged, but his limbs looked strong and 

accustomed to the labor of his lowly state’, and this convinces a local landowner, Boris 

Petrovich Palitsyn, to hire him as a servant when he ‘lifted a large stone and started playing 

with it as though it were a ball; Palitsyn was astounded’.5 But this has not been a chance 

encounter: Vadim, we soon discover, was the son of another landowner, driven to destitution 

and death by the legal chicanery and petty spite of Palitsyn, and he has sought entry to 

Palitsyn’s household to reveal to his sister Olga, adopted as an infant by Palitsyn, their 

relationship and their father’s story, and to recruit her as an ally in a scheme of revenge. 

Elshie has a similar back-story, although this is only fully revealed at the end of the novel: he 

is in fact Sir Edward Mauley, a landed gentleman, who was betrayed by the woman he loved 

and to whom he was engaged, and by his best friend, Richard Vere, who married the woman, 

had the distraught Sir Edward committed to a lunatic asylum, and spread word that he was 

dead. Elshie has domiciled himself close to Vere’s residence to be close to Mrs Vere’s grave, 



and among his first acts is to promise assistance to her daughter, Isobel, filling the role of the 

imperiled young woman taken in Vadim by Olga (Olga is threatened with rape by her foster-

father, Isobel is threatened with forced marriage to her father’s political ally). Other parallels 

will be drawn in the following discussion, but here it must also be noted that Vadim, like The 

Black Dwarf, is a historical novel. Scott’s story is set at a quite precise historical moment, in 

March 1708, when, hoping to exploit Scottish discontent at the recently passed Treaty of 

Union with England, James Stuart, pretender to the British crowns, attempted to land in 

Scotland to raise a rebellion against his half-sister, Queen Anne. Vadim is also set in a very 

specific time and place: on the Sura river, a right tributary of the Volga in central Russia, on 

the eve of Pugachev’s Rebellion of 1773, which began as a revolt of Cossacks led by 

Yemelyan Pugachev against Catherine the Great but quickly incorporated a widespread 

peasant uprising.6 

 

Scott’s novels were extremely popular in Russia in the first half of the nineteenth 

century: Russian translations appeared very quickly, often made from prior French 

translations. Alexander Pushkin, who set the standard of Russian literary taste, found the 

novels of the author he called the ‘Scottish Enchanter’ lively, innovative, and modern. He 

relished the way in which their historical material was presented without histrionics or false 

grandeur, without what he called (using the French word) ‘dignité’, but instead ‘in a present-

day way, a home-spun way’.7 Lermontov, Pushkin’s younger contemporary and literary 

disciple, admired Scott as well, reading him in English, but this admiration was coloured by 

Lermontov’s particular connection to Scotland. His family traced their line and their name to 

a Scottish soldier of fortune, George Learmonth, who settled in Russia in the first quarter of 

the seventeenth century;8 family legend claimed that George was descended from Thomas 

Learmont of Erceldoune, the thirteenth-century laird remembered in folklore, and celebrated 



in the second volume of The Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, as the prophet Thomas the 

Rhymer. So it is not surprising that Scotland appears in Lermontov’s poetry as a yearned-for 

homeland of the imagination. In one early poem, ‘Ossian’s Grave’, ‘In dreams my heart races 

to be there, / To deeply breath in its native air – / And from this long-forgotten shrine / Take 

its second life as mine’.9 A poem from 1831, ‘A Wish’, begins by asking, ‘Why was I not 

born like a bird of the air?’; in which case, ‘Away, to the West, to the West I would fly / 

Where the fields of my ancestors lie’; where ‘The harp of the Scots I would touch with my 

wing / And wait for the echoes to ring’.10 

 

This Romantic Sehnsucht is tonally very different from Vadim, so it is perhaps not 

surprising that critics have looked to writers other than Scott for the inspiration for this, 

Lermontov’s earliest attempt at fiction. After all, Lermontov’s own narrators sometimes 

distance themselves from Scott in the very act of praising him. In A Hero of Our Time the 

protagonist, Pechorin, on the night before a duel, is so anxious that he cannot continue 

writing his diary (which forms the text of this section of the novel). The next day, having 

survived (and shot and killed his opponent), he describes what he did instead: ‘For an hour or 

so, I walked to and fro in my room; then I sat down and opened the novel by Walter Scott 

that lay on my table. It was Old Mortality. Reading was an effort at first, but then I was 

carried away by the magic of the story. Can it be that the Scottish bard is not rewarded in the 

next world for every moment of joy that his book brings?’ 11 When Pechorin can no longer 

continue as the narrator of his own story, even Scott’s grimmest tale of sectarian civil war can 

carry him away from that story and the prospect of imminent death. The third-person narrator 

of Vadim also distinguishes his own practice from that of Scott. In chapter XIV, on a hunting 

trip, Palitsyn’s servants discuss rumours of the rebellion of ‘the pretender’ Pugachev, and in 

particular of his lieutenant, ‘“some daredevil whom the Cossacks call Red Cap”’ (84): 



 

‘I know him,’ replied Vadim with a smile, ‘And you’ll see him soon!’ 

[…] 

‘When!’ many explained; and in the meantime their eyes turned mistrustfully to the 

hunchback, who, after a moment’s silence, rose, saddled his horse, put on the hunting 

horn, and left the yard. 

The amazed crowd gazed after him, and by the rapid hoofbeats guessed that Vadim 

had rushed off at full gallop. 

Where? Why?—if I were to relate all their opinions, I’d need the talent of a Walter 

Scott and the patience of his readers. (85; Ss IV, 47) 

 

Instead of following Scott, the narrator follows Vadim’s point-of-view into the woods to 

confirm that he is himself the rebel leader Red Cap.  

 

Rather than the direct influence of Scott, Russian scholars have found in Vadim the 

impact of the French littérature frénétique. This term covers both a type of popular Gothic 

fiction characterized by a thematics of violence, the demonic, and the sexually perverse (for 

example, Le Solitaire by Charles-Victor Prévost d’Arlincourt of 1821; Le Monstre by 

Camille Bodin of 1823; and several pseudonymous works by the young Honoré de Balzac 

from the same period), inspired in large part by the English Gothic of Matthew Lewis; and its 

literary sophistication (under the influence of Scott, Byron and E.T.A. Hoffmann) in the 

hands of, above all, Victor Hugo.12 It is principally in Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris of 1831 

that Russian critics have found the impulse to the novel that Lermontov began the following 

year, but laid aside unfinished in 1834. Larisa Volpert’s claim that the character of Vadim is 

inspired by the hunchback bell-ringer Quasimodo’s ‘poetics of ugly beauty and boisterous 



passions’ develops Boris Tomashevsky’s observation in 1941 that Lermontov’s hunchback 

‘replicated’ the combination of ugliness and enormous physical strength of Hugo’s; 

Tomashevsky also notes the similarities between the violence of the truands that almost does 

for Pierre Gringoire in Book Two, chapter VI of Notre-Dame de Paris and the beggars’ 

lynching of Natalya Sergevna, Palitsyn’s wife, in chapter XV of Vadim.13 Vadim’s incestuous 

desire for Olga, and murderous jealousy of her soldier-lover Yury, Palitsyn’s son, can be seen 

as a demonic variant of Quasimodo’s hopeless love for Esmeralda, combined with his master 

Claude Frollo’s murderous jealousy of Esmeralda’s soldier-lover, Captain Phoebus; and so 

on. 

 

Some Russian critics, however, have noted that Scott’s Elshie is a more important 

prototype for Vadim (as well as perhaps providing a source for Hugo’s Quasimodo). Most 

recently, in his 2002 survey of the Gothic novel in Russia, Vadim Vatsuro points out that 

Vadim’s association with the demonic, his apparently supernatural willpower, and his acute 

intelligence and capacity for reflection correspond to nothing in Quasimodo, but are all to be 

found in ‘Canny Elshie’ (32).14 The intelligence of both Elshie and Vadim expresses itself in 

an articulate misanthropy. On first encountering Elshie building his shelter on the moor in the 

night, Earnscliff, returning from the hunt, offers him lodging, on the grounds that ‘common 

humanity will not allow us to leave you here’: ‘Common humanity!’ exclaimed the being, 

with a scornful laugh that sounded like a shriek, ‘where got ye that catch-word—that noose 

for woodcocks—that common disguise for man-traps—that bait which the wretched idiot 

who swallows, will soon find covers a hook with barbs ten times sharper than those you lay 

for the animals which you murder for your luxury!’ (22). On reflecting that the orphaned 

Olga might feel gratitude towards Palitsyn for adopting her, when he was in fact responsible 

for the death of her father, Vadim bursts into similar rhetoric: ‘Gratitude!’ he continued with 



a bitter laugh. ‘Gratitude! A word invented so as to deceive honorable people! … a word 

transformed into feeling! Oh, divine wisdom! … how easy it is for you to create the saintliest 

feeling out of nothing! No, better to perish from hunger and thirst in some desert than to be a 

madman’s tool and to lick the hand that throws me the scraps from the feast. … oh, 

gratitude!’ (48; Ss IV, 16). In both Vadim and Elshie, this general misanthropy is not only an 

effect of their deformity, but also the result of a particular injustice: in Vadim’s case, the 

destruction of his (and Olga’s) father by Palisyn; in Elshie’s, his betrayal by his best friend 

and his fiancée. Their self-conscious and intelligent response to their situation is in marked 

contrast to Quasimodo. ‘The mind lodged in that misshapen body was itself inevitably 

incomplete and deaf. Thus what it felt […] was absolutely vague, indistinct, and confused’.15 

The minds lodged in the misshapen bodies of Elshie and Vadim, in contrast, are superior to 

those around them, and this makes them agents in the plots of their novels, where Quasimodo 

is, until the very end of Notre-Dame de Paris, a passive victim. 

 

2. Soliloquy and misanthropy in The Black Dwarf 

 

We can go further. In both The Black Dwarf and Vadim, the text’s need to reveal the 

mental facility of the protagonist in order to demonstrate this superiority is balanced against 

the need to obscure (at least to start with) his identity and intentions for the sake of the plot. 

The use of the sort of monologue-confession quoted from above represents a narrative 

strategy for maintaining this balance. In the first chapter of Vadim, for instance, a long 

paragraph describes the hunchback from outside, emphasizing the impression that he makes 

on others; but this is followed by a short soliloquy giving us Vadim’s ruminations on an 

image of the devil on the monastery gates: ‘If I were the devil, I wouldn’t torment people, but 

would despise them. Are they worthy of bring tempted by the exile of paradise, God’s 



rival! … Man is something else; to end by despising someone, he has to start from hatred’ 

(36; Ss IV, 6). Such a speech gives the reader an introduction to Vadim’s mental world 

without at this point giving away his scheme of personal vengeance or political affiliations. 

Soliloquy is not common in Scott, rare enough for him to draw attention to it on those 

occasions when it appears, as in The Fortunes of Nigel;16 but it is a recurring feature of The 

Black Dwarf, beginning with the speech quoted above and repeated in chapters 6, 7 and 8. In 

this section of the novel, the narrative point-of-view stays with Elshie while an important and 

dramatic element in the plot, the burning of Hobbie’s farm by the reiver, Willie of 

Westburnflat, and his men, occurs off-stage. Willie, recently recovered from illness by 

Elshie’s medicine, visits the recluse on his way to the burning:  

 

‘[…] On what hell’s errand art thou bound now?’ 

‘Can your skill not guess?’ 

‘Thus far I know,’ said the Dwarf, ‘that thy purpose is bad, thy deed will be worse, 

and the issue worst of all.’ 

‘And you like me the better for it?—eh?’ said Westburnflat; ‘you always said you 

did.’ 

‘I have cause to like all,’ said the Solitary, ‘that are scourges to their fellow-

creatures, and thou art a bloody one.’ (43) 

 

The soliloquy that follows qualifies this misanthropy: we know that the thought of warning 

the Eliots of Westburnflat’s approach occurs to Elshie, if only from the reflection that ‘had I 

the weakness to wish to put his wretched victim on his guard’, he could not do so, his age 

preventing him from getting ahead of the reiver (our emphasis). The soliloquy is in fact the 

means whereby Elshie inwardly confirms himself in the misanthropy he adopts in his 



conversation with others: ‘[…] No; by all the ingratitude with which I have been repaid—by 

all the wrongs which I have sustained—by my imprisonment—my stripes—my chains—I 

will wrestle down my feelings of rebellious humanity. […] Let Destiny drive forth her 

scythed car through the overwhelmed and trembling mass of humanity!’ (44).  

 

A second soliloquy, delivered the following morning, hints at elements of Elshie’s 

story that will only be explicated at the end of The Black Dwarf: his murder of Earnscliff’s 

father on behalf of Richard Vere of Ellieslaw; Ellieslaw’s subsequent committal of him to a 

lunatic asylum; the loyalty to him, through all these tribulations, of his steward Hubert 

Ratcliffe (45–6). These reflections are interrupted by Hobbie himself, on his return from the 

hunt; one of his deer-hounds kills one of Elshie’s goats, and the recluse, restraining himself 

from stabbing Hobbie in retaliation, and after Hobbie’s profuse apologies, philosophises: 

‘“Nature?—yet it is indeed in the usual beaten path of Nature. The strong gripe and throttle 

the weak; the rich depress and despoil the needy”’ (47). Immediately after Hobbie’s 

departure, Westburnflat appears a second time, with a report of his raid, including his 

kidnapping of Hobbie’s fiancée, Grace Armstrong, who saw his face when his mask slipped 

and thus could identify him to the magistrates. At this point Elshie’s actions, not just his 

words, first betray his loudly-asserted misanthropy, for he orders the bandit to his ‘steward’ 

(that is, we later discover, Ratcliffe: this is the first we hear of Elshie having command of a 

fortune) who will pay him for Grace’s release (49). Only now does the narrative point-of-

view abandon Elshie, to narrate Hobbie’s arrival at his destroyed farmstead, where his 

relatives have already gathered with the intention of pursuing the reivers. But when they set 

off, Hobbie takes a detour to make another visit to Elshie, to draw out the knowledge of the 

raid’s circumstances he had hinted at before. Here he receives another speech in which Elshie 

declaims on his alienation from humanity (‘why should other worms complain to me when 



they are trodden on, since I am myself lying crushed under the chariot-wheel?’, 56), but also 

money with which to rebuild and restock his farm and a hint at the identity of his enemy (57). 

Thus Elshie’s misanthropic rhetoric is often at odds with his private speech and secret 

actions. 

 

Scott’s unusually sustained use of soliloquy in this section of The Black Dwarf 

reflects its theatrical model. Wilmon Brewer long ago identified this text’s parallels with 

Shakespeare’s Timon of Athens (1607–8) in terms of the two texts’ themes and plots, but the 

influence of the play extends to the novel’s rhetoric and mode of narration which are our 

interest here.17 Shakespeare’s Timon is perhaps English Literature’s most famous 

misanthrope (this play is responsible for giving the Greek term currency in English): having 

lost a fortune in lavish generosity to his fellow citizens, they refuse him help in his 

destitution, and he flees the city for ‘the Woods’ where he takes up residence in a cave. Act 

IV of Shakespeare’s play begins with a soliloquy from Timon as he looks back at Athens and 

curses the city and its people, which ends with a prayer to the gods to ‘grant, as Timon grows, 

his hate may grow / To the whole race of mankind, high and low!’ (IV. i. ll. 39–40).18 

Elshie’s complaint about the ingratitude of Vere, ‘the friend whom I had supported with my 

fortune’ (45) repeats Timon’s general theme. Indeed Ratcliffe, summarising Elshie’s earlier 

life to Isabel in chapter 15, describes an indiscriminate largesse very much of the Timon type, 

but one psychologically explained (as Timon’s is not) by Elshie’s impulse to thus win for 

himself acceptance among people who would otherwise shun him for his deformity: ‘He 

appeared to think that it was necessary for him, by exuberant, and not always well-chosen 

instances of liberality, and even profusion, to unite himself to the human race, from which he 

considered himself naturally dissevered. […] It is scarce necessary to say, that the bounty 

which flowed from a source so capricious was often abused, and his confidence frequently 



betrayed’ (104). Both protagonists have a steward who remains loyal to them, and both have 

unexpected gold to dispense to their visitors: Elshie is kept supplied by Ratcliffe, but Timon 

finds his gold in the earth, when digging for roots to eat: ‘Earth, yield me roots. / [Digging.] / 

Who seeks for better of thee, sauce his palate / With thy most operant poison. What is here? / 

Gold? […]’ (IV. ii, ll. 23–6). The implication that gold is poison is picked up in Elshie’s 

retort to Hobbie, when the latter is suspicious of the money being proffered him: ‘“the trash is 

as genuine poison as ever was dug out of the bowls of the earth. Take it—use it, and may it 

thrive with you as it hath done with me!”’ (57). 

 

3. Narrative point-of-view and rebellion in The Black Dwarf and Vadim 

 

But as well as these parallels in plot, theme, characterisation and rhetoric, Acts IV and 

V of Timon of Athens also offer a dramatic structure which Scott takes over into the narrative 

structure of chapters 6 to 8 of The Black Dwarf, as a series of characters find out Timon in his 

cave to engage him in dialogue. The most striking point of comparison between The Black 

Dwarf and the last two acts of Timon of Athens (and, in turn, with Vadim), lies in the relation 

of each recluse to violence threatened or realised outside the scene of their retreat. As Elshie 

is visited by Westburnflat, Timon is visited by bandits. Like Elshie, Timon claims to delight 

in the work of these ‘scourges to their fellow creatures’: ‘away, / Rob one another. There’s 

more gold. Cut throats. / All that you meet are thieves. To Athens go; / Break open shops: 

nothing you can steal / But thieves do lose it’ (IV. ii, ll. 447–51), though the very excess of 

Timon’s rhetoric gives the bandits second thoughts about doing as he commands. And, 

crucially, Timon’s first visitor in the woods is a fellow exile, Alcibiades, who rather than 

merely cursing Athens is marshalling an army to storm the city and wreak revenge. He too 

receives Timon’s gold and encouragement: ‘Be as a planetary plague, when Jove / Will o’er 



some high-viced city hang his poison / In the sick air’ (IV. iii, ll. 110–12). But the threatened 

sack of the city does not come. On the walls of Athens, the senators plead their previous 

attempts at reconciliation with Alcibiades, and offer to open the gates if the general will limit 

the slaughter to one in ten of the citizens. Alcibiades promises to pursue only the prosecution 

by the public laws of his and Timon’s enemies (ll. 56–63). At this point news arrives of 

Timon’s death, and the play ends with a brief eulogy from Alcibiades. The role of Timon in 

effecting this peaceful resolution is left undetermined. It is perhaps implied that Timon’s 

misanthropic rhetoric has had the same chastening effect on Alcibiades as it had on the 

bandits, though the general’s reply at the time was only, ‘I’ll take the gold thou givest me, / 

Not all thy counsel’ (IV. iii, ll. 131–2). If Timon has played a role in effecting this social 

reconciliation, it is only by his representing a moral warning of some kind to both parties, not 

by any words or actions spoken or performed from his exile.  

 

In The Black Dwarf, Elshie’s relation to the avoidance of civil war is also indirect but 

of a different kind. At the end of chapter 8 the narrative perspective finally leaves Elshie’s 

hut for six chapters to follow events at Ellieslaw castle, where Jacobites of various social 

levels and degrees of commitment are gathering in readiness for rebellion. One of the 

plotters, Sir Frederick Langley, has made the hand of Richard Vere’s daughter Isabel a 

condition of his involvement: we return to Elshie along with Isabel in chapter 16 when, 

advised by Ratcliffe, she seeks his help to avoid this forced marriage. This sort of plotting, 

interweaving domestic drama with political history, is the familiar form of Scott’s historical 

fiction. But this domestic-historical plot, and the tragedy of ingratitude and misanthropy 

which is Elshie’s story, are not interwoven, but mostly run in parallel, occasionally touching 

in specific scenes, in a way very similar to the stories of Timon and Alcibiades in Timon of 

Athens. At his first arrival in the district Elshie is identified with ‘the Brown Man of the 



Moors’, a supernatural being whose appearances in the previous century are remembered as 

portents of civil war (26). In the event, no rebellion is put in motion by the hapless 

conspirators at Ellieslaw castle, but if Elshie does not have any effect in fomenting civil war, 

he has little role in averting it either. Elshie’s decisive intervention in the story’s climax is 

also its most distinctly Gothic gesture: as Isobel is about to be married to Sir Frederick in the 

chapel at Ellieslaw, a voice is heard ‘as if proceeding from the tomb’ of her mother, the 

woman who jilted Elshie for his best friend, Isobel’s father; the voice says ‘Forbear!’ (115), 

and it is the voice of Elshie, rightly Sir Edward Mauley, himself assumed to be dead, and the 

rightful owner of the estates from which Sir Richard has been funding his political ambitions. 

But Ratcliffe has also made sure to alert Hobbie, who in turn has raised his neighbours, loyal 

to government, and they arrive immediately following Elshie’s appearance to order the 

would-be rebels to disperse, reinforced with the news (already known to the Jacobite leaders) 

that the Pretender’s ships have been driven off by the Royal Navy anyway. Elshie’s dramatic 

rescue of Isobel is superfluous to the frustration of the rebellion; however, the coincidence of 

these two narrative resolutions in the same scene implies a moral equivalence between them. 

The good father-figure returns from the grave to rescue the devoted daughter from the bad 

father-figure, and at the same time a nation is prevented from slipping back into the chaos of 

dynastic civil war from which it had only recently escaped. In both cases the past is in some 

sense overcome, an inheritance of hatred rejected: Elshie’s rescue of their daughter 

transcends his betrayal by her mother and father; and the political and religious divisions of 

the previous generation are at the same time prevented from opening up again in the present. 

In this way, The Black Dwarf, rather than aligning Elshie’s misanthropy with the causes of 

civil war, instead aligns the mitigation of that misanthropy with the social forces now 

mitigating against the resort to violence in national politics. Indeed, Elshie might be seen as a 

figure as removed from the discourse of history in the text’s construction as he is from human 



society within the story: a figure from local folklore turned into a locus for effects borrowed 

from previous fictions (Timon, the Gothic novel). 

 

The opposite possibility, the alignment of the protagonist’s misanthropy with the 

causes of civil war, prominent in his Shakespearean model and evoked but finally refused by 

Scott in The Black Dwarf, is realised by Lermontov in Vadim. The end of chapter IV offers 

two explanations for Pugachev’s Rebellion of 1773. ‘In the eighteenth century the nobility, 

having lost its former unlimited power and the means of sustaining it, didn’t know how to 

alter its behavior: that’s one of the secret causes which gave birth to the year of Pugachev!’ 

(44–45; Ss IV, 13): this is the sort of historical causation familiar from Scott’s novels of 

Scottish history, in which (for example, and paradigmatically) the Jacobite rebellions are 

explained by the time lag between cultural change, namely change in the ‘behavior’ of a 

ruling class, and the economic and political change (‘power and the means of sustaining it’) 

which renders that culture anachronistic. But in the preceding paragraph the narrator offers a 

supplementary ‘secret cause’ of the uprising, an explanation which does not depend on an 

Enlightenment model of historical progress, but is instead grounded in a universal 

psychology of power: ‘People when they are suffering are usually submissive, but once they 

succeed in casting off their burden, then the lamb changes into the tiger; the oppressed 

becomes the oppressor and pays the latter back hundredfold—and then woe to the 

vanquished …’ (44; Ss IV, 13). This model of repression and reaction as the cause of political 

violence was familiar to writers of this period as an explanation for the terrible popular 

violence of the French Revolution; and its plot of long-suffering and sudden retribution finds 

its analogue in Vadim’s life-story and plan of revenge. Vadim’s misanthropy, his personal 

moral-spiritual malaise, is thus not so much analogous to, but representative of, the forces 



that result in civil war, as these are understood in their psychological as well as political and 

economic dimensions. 

 

This alignment of the protagonist’s psychology with the causes of political violence 

has an interesting effect on the narrative mode of Vadim. In his comparison of this novel with 

The Black Dwarf, Yakubovich noted the increasing dominance of the historical element over 

the love intrigue in the final chapters of Vadim as Lermontov left it to us, suggesting that this 

text was developing into a historical novel in the mode of Scott.19 But this is accompanied by 

an increasing degree of omniscient access to the protagonist’s consciousness quite unlike the 

dependence on soliloquy that we find in The Black Dwarf. In the early chapters of Vadim, the 

interiority of the protagonist retains some of the mystery that attaches to him in the first 

chapter: soliloquy, and confessional outbursts in his conversations with Olga, are our 

principal sources of insight into his character, in a manner very reminiscent of The Black 

Dwarf. This remains the case while Vadim remains a bystander, an observer of events rather 

than an agent within them, biding his time. When this is supplemented with commentary 

from the omniscient narrator, this tends to add to the mystery rather than dispel it. For 

example, when Palitsyn first brings Vadim into his house, he is looked over by Natalya 

Sergevna: ‘What a freak!’ she exclaimed. But Vadim didn’t hear—his soul was in his eyes. 

[…] [H]e stood in the doorway for a full hour; where was he looking? What was he 

thinking?—he’d discovered a new side and a new goal for his existence’ (40; Ss IV, 10). The 

meaning of Vadim’s gaze—what it tells us about what he is thinking—is raised as a question 

by the narrator, but answered only enigmatically: in the course of the following chapters it 

will become clear that desire for Olga is the ‘new side’ to his existence that the sight of her 

has revealed. Only when we find Vadim alone, having escaped from his duties in Palitsyn’s 

house to a dilapidated bathhouse on the river bank in chapter VI, does the narrator begin to 



utilise his omniscience to tell us what Vadim was thinking, as he mulls over his conversation 

with Olga; indulges the thought of possessing her (in a way that, the narrator hints, might 

compromise his plan of revenge); and reinforces his hatred of Palitsyn with memories of his 

youth, and his father’s ruin, and his father’s funeral (51–52; Ss IV, 19–20). This is a very 

different mode from the articulate soliloquy or self-revelation that the preceding part of the 

novel borrows from The Black Dwarf. Vadim is alone again at the start of chapter VIII, in the 

servants’ attic listening to the family’s party below; and again at the start of chapter IX, when 

he hears the carriage approach which brings Palitsyn’s son Yury home from his army service. 

On both occasions we see the world from Vadim’s perspective, with privileged access to his 

thoughts. And Yury’s return also brings the rumour of Pugachev’s Rebellion, prompting the 

following reflections in Vadim: 

 

[…] he said: so! The rumor isn’t false … in a few weeks there’ll be blood here, and 

more; why shouldn’t they pay for many years of happiness with one day of suffering 

when others, after countless torments, don’t have a single moment of happiness! … 

why are they heaven’s favourites, and not me!—oh creator, if you loved me—like a 

son,—no,—like a foster child … half my gratitude would outweigh all their 

prayers …—but you cursed me in my hour of birth … and I’ll curse your kingdom in 

my hour of death … (68–69, Ss IV, 33) 

 

The apostrophe to the creator is a return to the dramatic mode through which the story 

presented Vadim in the earlier chapters; but this is now embedded in a narrative voice more 

consistently representing the protagonist’s consciousness whether articulated in direct speech 

or not.20 From this point on, as the events of the rebellion unfold, those chapters in which 

Vadim is an actor are typically narrated from his point-of-view, albeit framed by the 



observations and speculations of the narrator. William Brown has suggested that once Yury 

arrives, he ‘becomes the focus and the love of the two young people takes precedence over 

the hunchback’s scheme of vengeance’.21 But it is more accurate to say that, once his 

involvement in the rebellion separates Vadim from the Palitsyns and the novel follows their 

actions in distinct story-lines, our attention to Vadim’s thoughts is in fact increased in those 

passages in which he remains the protagonist. Seen in relation to Vadim, then, Scott’s evasion 

of omniscient access to Elshie’s thoughts in The Black Dwarf appears as the correlative, in 

the story’s handling of narrative perspective, to his refusal, in the plot, to afford his 

protagonist a definitive role in its political-historical action. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

Scott jokes in the ‘Magnum Opus’ Introduction to The Black Dwarf that rushing its 

conclusion by ‘huddling into one volume, a tale which was designed to occupy two’ left his 

story as stunted as its protagonist. But Elshie is a problem for Scott’s narrative because there 

is too much of him, rather than not enough. Georg Lukács argued that Scott first introduced 

the ‘specifically historical’ into the novel to the extent that his fiction derived ‘the 

individuality of characters from the historical particularity of their age’.22 Elshie is in excess 

of what is required of the historical novel thus defined, to the extent that he represents a 

psychology outside the logic of history altogether. The Black Dwarf inaugurates the ‘Tales of 

My Landlord’ by taking as its starting point a piece of local folklore: Elshie is a back-

formation from the figure remembered as ‘the Brown Man of the Moors’, and we might say 

that Scott’s project here is a fictional exercise in Euhemerism, the location of the origins of 

myths and divinities in real people and events. But this leads him not into history (where 



ballads of battles, aristocratic feuds and border reivers had led him in the Minstrelsy of the 

Scottish Border) but into a story of the madness wrought by physical deformity and personal 

betrayal. None of the ensuing ‘Tales of My Landlord’ of the 1810s (Old Mortality, The Heart 

of Midlothian, The Bride of Lammermoor, and A Legend of Montrose) repeats this 

Euhemeristic opening move: the experiment made, Scott chose a different path. But 

Lermontov has spotted the utility of the type of protagonist generated through this 

mechanism as a means to articulate his own, very different, vision of history. In Vadim, 

Lermontov is neither trying to be Walter Scott, nor simply rejecting his influence.23 Rather, 

he is developing the potential of this particular Scott story in a direction refused by Scott, in 

seeing the rage wrought by deformity and betrayal as itself a force within history, and indeed 

as a figure for history. Although Lermontov did not finish Vadim, it still has a lot to tell us 

not only about the development of Lermontov’s fiction, but also about the fiction by Scott on 

which it so complexly draws. 
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