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Alexander Kuprinʼs novel “The Duel” on which he was working from 
1903 through 1905 caused a major response from the society. The fall of 
Port-Arthur, the loss of the Russian Army in Tsushima battle raised the is-
sue about the reasons of war crisis with special poignancy. However, the 
social understanding of the relation of contemporary events with the ones 
described before the commencement of war was just one side of its reac-
tion. The issue of the novel (the first edition in the amount of 20000 books 
was sold out in one month and meant literary sensation and howling suc-
cess) was accompanied by blaming the writer in treachery of national inter-
ests, and by the perception of the novel as the lampoon of the Russian 
Army and society. The author was called out. So, it was not accidental that 
Kuprin became “one-work” author for a long time. At that, “The Duel” was 
not the only piece of work about war. The range of short stories about war 
adjoin the novel like “Nochleg” (The Overnight Stop) (1895), “Nochnaya 
smena” (The Night Shift) (1899), “Pokhod” (The Campaign) (1901), 
“Doznaniye” (The Interrogation) (1903), “Svadba” (The Wedding) (1908). 
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The reminiscences of military youth and studying in Alexandrovsky Military 
Academy were reflected in “Na perelome (Kadety)” (At the turning point 
(Cadets)) (1900), “Yunkera” (Pupils of military school) (1933) novels.

In article “To the memory of Chekhov” (1905), Kuprin wrote that the 
Russian Army of the Russian-Japanese War in 1904-1905 consisted of 
Vershinins, Tuzenbachs, Solyonys. Many contemporaries noted the similar-
ity of Kuprinʼs Romashov with Chekhovʼs Vershinin (“Three sisters”), the 
similarity of Nazanski with Andrey Kovrin (“The Black Monk”). However, the 
prolonged work on “The Duel” (in August, 1903, the first manuscript of the 
novel consisting of six chapters was destroyed) allows stating the diver-
gence from Chekhovʼs tradition of depicting the army. 

The issue of literary roll-calls of Kuprinʼs novel had a multidisciplinary 
character at the time of its issue. It was compared with the documentary 
book of the German writer, E. Bilse “From the life of one small military res-
ervation”, and due to  its despair – with L.N. Andreyevʼs novel “The Life of 
Father Vasiliy Fiveysky”; V. Lvov-Rogachevsky indicated its relation to V.M. 
Garshinʼs short story “From the reminiscences of private Ivanov”1. 

Having published the novel in “The collection of “Znaniye” partner-
ship””, the author dedicated it in the first publication to A. Gorky. He wrote: 
“Now, finally, when everything is over, I can say that everything brave and 
violent in my novel belongs to you. If you only knew how much I learnt from 
you and how grateful I am to you for this”2. 

The surveyors note the similarity with “The Duel” of article titled “The 
events in Sevastopol” (1905) where diabolic massacre of “Ochakov” rebel-
lious cruiser crew is described and short story titled “The Dreams” 3. The 
latter ended with prophetic words: “I believe: the dream ends and awaken-
ing comes. We awaken at the light of fiery and bloody dawn. But this dawn 
is not of the night, it is of the morning. The sky above us is lightening up; 
the morning wind is rustling in trees. Dark night ghosts are running! Com-
rades! The day of freedom is coming!” 

During the years of the first Russian revolution, Kuprin gave 
speeches reading the most “exuberant” extracts from “The Duel”, he com-
municated with Black Sea Fleet sailors with revolutionary ideas (at that 
time, he had a short-term personal acquaintance with Lieutenant Schmidt), 
and he helped giving shelter to sailors - survivors from rebellious 

2

1 E.A. Dyakova. Alexander Kuprin // The Russian Literature of the border of centuries (1890-s‒ beginning 
of 1920ʼs). М.: IMLI RAN, “Naslediye”, 2000. pages 601-602.

2 Quote from: Y.V. Babichev. Alexander Kuprin // History of the Russian Literature: In 4 volumes.// AN 
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377.
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“Ochakov”. According to the order of Vice-Admiral, G.P. Chukhnin, Kuprin 
was sent out of the borders of Sevastopol city administration. Kuprinʼs 
pieces of work, “The Toast” and “The Art” written in 1906, are dedicated to 
these active periods of his life from social and civil standpoint. And “The 
Headquarter Captain Rybnikov” short story (1906) reflected his views on 
the Russian-Japanese War. 

Kuprinʼs novel “The Duel” keeps its actuality in the present days due to 
the character of issues related to war, violence, military activities, youth, of-
ficersʼ and soldiersʼ fate, the issues of religion and belief. The depiction of 
spiritual and moral searching of the man at the breaking time for Russia, 
the survey of traditional values crisis, the horror “of the average man of 
1900-s before the end of the system of things, ideas and values” 4 explains 
the contemporaneity of his work nowadays. The notion of “the average 
hero” (Е. Koltonovskaya) re-echoes with the evaluation of Nazanski about 
the main mass of comrades-in-arms “as hungry coward average people”.

The depiction of psychology and future of “the lost generation”5 in the 
epoch of stagnation still creates the atmosphere of high intellectual and 
emotional tension in the discussion of the novel written at the beginning of 
the 20th century. The phenomenon of “the lost generation” in meanings hi-
erarchy context became the review object in one of the works of the author 
of this article6. Here, we would like to draw the readerʼs attention to the 
range of aspects. “The lost generation” is a thinking generation. That is why 
the notion of “the lost generation” in Kuprinʼs novel symbolizes not only 
confusion and the feeling of stalemate, but the ability to perceive and un-
derstand the tragedy of existence and the ability of being the source of 
kindness to somebody else and saving the humane essence in oneself. 

The main object of worries, world-view and spiritual search of the 
hero during “the period of soul maturation” at the age of 21 is the issue 
about military service which took 9 years of youth and through which the 
fate of the country is measured. “What is this whole cunningly constructed 
building called war craft, after all? Nothing. A puffball, a building in the 
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4 Dyakova. Indicated composition. Page 602. Same. On page 604 about the application by E. Koltonovs-
kaya, Critic, of «the average man” notion as the hero revealed by Kuprin.

5 “The lost generation”  notion refers to the European Literature of 1920-1930-s. “The lost generation” term 
was used for the first time by G. Adamovich in relation to Kuprinʼs novel “The Duel”, and it was noted by 
E.A. Dyakova in the work quoted in this article.

6  “The lost generation” notion refers to the European Literature of 1920-1930-s. “The lost generation” 
terms was used for the first time by G. Adamovich in relation to Kuprinʼs novel “The Duel”, and it was 
noted by E. A. Dyakova in her work on pages. 586-625.  The author of this article reviewed this issue in 
the report titled “A. Chekhov and A. Kuprin: to the problem of “the lost generation” (based on “The Black 
Monk” and “The Duel”)” //”Actual issues of teaching the Russian Language and Literature in Finno-Ugric 
audience. Syktyvkar, 2014 (accepted for printing).



clouds, founded not even on the four distinct words ʻI donʼt want to,ʼ but 
simply on the fact that for some reason, so far, these words have remained 
unspoken”7, ‒ Romashov ponders.

& The realization of the destiny of the Russian Empire through 
military profession, war and military men created the philosophical content 
of the work; and the sharpness and mercilessness of the evaluations of 
happening events as the national catastrophe explain the ambiguous reac-
tion of contemporaries, as well as the actuality of the novel a century later. 
Even though these questions belong to the weak-willed, infantile, young, 
“sensitive” hero at the breaking stages of his life, during home arrest and 
after the suicide attempt of soldier Khlebnikov, they are the reflection of the 
authorʼs view who considered his novel to be the battle with the tsar army 
which, in his opinion, was the embodiment of the social and political regime 
of Russia8.

The reconstruction of one of the possibilities of viewing the novel as 
the lampoon, slander (such a possibility does not depend on time) ex-
plains the justification of characterizing Romashovʼs generation as “the 
lost” one. In the multi-layer consciousness of “the lost generation”, the 
range of various conditions creating the cruel truth about the reality is 
pointed out. The truth of the army represents the assertion of the crisis by 
direct participants of the military profession and, mainly, the analysis of the 
reasons for things happening with Romashov and Nazanski. Thus, the 
foreground – narration plan – creates the canvas of everyday life in plots, 
typical for military realities, which embody the ideas of courage and dignity. 
Heroes call them “occurrence”, “anecdote”. E.g., it is “a well-known case 
when two regiment commanders made a bet on whose soldier would eat 
more bread”; the scandal initiated by sergeant Krause (he pistoled at civil 
people, then laid down under the flag and sent a bullet through his hand, 
and the court justified him). These occurrences obscurely pass into the 
stories enjoyed by young officers about bloody massacres without any 
punishment to  military men. Cruelty, which became something normal and 
dims the feelings of young people, obtains the ominous and fatal character 
of inevitable pre-determinacy for the army, society and country. Only in this 
kind of situation of transforming the values which elaborated in centuries, 
including the values of human life worth, the duel can be contradistin-
guished. It is romanticized with vain and egoistic Shurochka; however, in 
reality, the duel covers up an ordinary murder with veiled notions of dignity. 
As Nazanski notices: “A murder is a murder” and “I mean, think about it: if 
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7 The text of the novel is quoted here, further and everywhere according to edition: A. Kuprin. The Duel. 
Novels, short stories. М.: Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1966. page 23 
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you know in your heart that you arenʼt going to behave like a coward—if 
you are completely sure—then isnʼt it a hundred times braver to refuse to 
go through with it?”9.

“The real” ideas of the call of duty are enforced by drills for officers and 
soldiers during the preparation for inspections. However, psychologically 
relevant description of the preparation for May Parade does not give 
ground for exclusively negative evaluation of the armyʼs status by the 
author. On the one hand, Kuprin concludes: “Exhaustion and timidity of 
soldiers, meaningless cruelty of non-commissioned officers, heartless, 
routine and negligent attitude of officers to services – all that was clearly 
but shamefully revealed at the inspection”10. On the other hand, the fifth 
regiment of Polish captain Stelkovsky, overall inspiration, the feeling of 
harmony seizing dreamy and sentimental Romashov, the unification of of-
ficers and soldiers on the parade ground elicit the hope for the possibility 
of “restoring” the damaged order of things. Practical wisdom of regiment 
commander Shulgovich, who understands Romashovʼs actions and gives 
a warning from the viewpoint of life experience, wisdom, life knowledge of 
tricks of fortune, who is hospitable with the family during lunch, who helps 
out by giving money to  the officer in need and who feels awkward at that, 
brings in the image of military menʼs representative to the novel on whom 
the tsar army used to rely on in the times of crisis. The image of an honest 
soldier of evading army is represented by the old General as well. His ap-
proving words, gratitude and call for mercy towards the soldiers: “It is said 
in Scripture: Do not extinguish the spirit—but what are you doing here? 
For this is the great gray beast himself, who, when the war comes, will 
shield you with his own breast, and carry you from the fire on his shoul-
ders. When the frost descends, his threadbare overcoat will protect you. 
But you – I donʼt understand…”11  embody the example of serving the 
Motherland in original and lost understanding of duty and military service. 
The conclusions made by him before the line of soldiers give evidence 
about his wisdom and military leader experience: “I donʼt blame the men: I 
blame the officers. If the driver is bad, the horses will not pull. As far as I 
can tell, you have no concern for your men or their troubles… Instead of 
which, you have a single thought in your heads—namely, how to satisfy 
your commanding officer during an inspection. Youʼve lathered your men 
up as if they were cab-horses. The officers look unkempt and neglected, 
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like sextons in uniforms”12. Annoyed elderly: “Paper dolls! Cardboard 
clowns with cast-iron heads!”13 marks off the evident crisis in the army.

Hard-hitting opinion about the army, established vision of the army as 
a burden is expressed by the author in life despair: “Save for a few career-
ists and men of ambition, the majority of the officers treated their military 
service as if it were a period of enforced labor, loathsome and unwanted, 
which they suffered through without any joy… All of them drank heavily 
when they got together at the officersʼ club or while visiting one another. A 
few, like Sliva, drank alone”14 and: “… officers had no time to take their du-
ties seriously.”15. To serve “only in order to  keep up appearances, and only 
occasionally because of the petty tyrantʼs love for power”16  became the 
norm in the army depicted by the author.
& One of the reasons for the armyʼs crisis is the deformation of ideas 
about dignity. It is the collapse of notions about officerʼs dignity and per-
sonal dignity: “The worst part of it all (to Romashov – U.K., B.G.) was the 
fact that he sometimes shouted at those witnesses of his recent shaming in 
the exact same way, and for some reason this knowledge contained some-
thing even more humbling to  his existence as an officer (our cursive – U.K., 
B.G.), and, he decided, as a human being (our cursive – U.K., B.G.)”. The 
violence of officers towards soldiers forces Romashov to confront Captain 
Sliva: “Hitting soldiers is dishonorable… “One mustnʼt hit a man who not 
only canʼt answer back, but isnʼt even allowed to put a hand in front of his 
face toward off the blow. He canʼt even move his head and dodge. Thatʼs 
shameful!”. The hero internally gives the go-by to especially cruel Osadchi, 
but can defend a woman in a brothel before “the wild” Bek-Agamalov.

The words of the comrade-in-arms, “kind” Vetkin do not go out of Ro-
mashovʼs mind: ““If you think that way, then itʼs better not even to be in the 
service. You must leave the military” and: “…all this suddenly seemed bor-
ing, unnatural, fake; an aimless and idle thing, which served only to per-
petuate a shared international delusion—a sort of absurd delirium”17. Con-
troverting with him, being left alone with his thoughts, the hero tries to see 
himself in future without war and war craft. It is important for him to under-
stand not only what he is going to do after leaving the military service, but 
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also what kind of life it will be without war, and what older people can ex-
pect.
& The absurdity of military service, hopelessness enunciated most 
harshly by a drunkard and already half-insane Nazanski: “For them, service 
is mere disgust, burden, and hated yoke”18, explains the cruelty and exac-
erbation of officers. The madness of total insanity suffered by the officers 
hides their fear of life and dread of themselves. When sobriety comes, then 
“for each of them was afraid to see his own fear and guilty sadness re-
flected there: the fear and sadness of a poor and dirty little animal, whose 
dark mind had been momentarily illuminated by a flash of human con-
sciousness”19.
& The crisis of belief in consciousness and necessity of service arise 
animal instincts in the best of officers. Nazanski opens the eyes of Ro-
mashov to “sweet eccentric”, sub-lieutenant Rafalski nicknamed Brem. It 
was he who crushed trumpeterʼs teeth. Osadchi and his company knock 
“teeth and eyes to their soldiers”. Archakovsky “was hitting his striker that I 
could hardly separate them” – Nazanski narrates and then he asks: “How 
they all are, even the best of them, even the kindest, the good fathers and 
wonderful husbands—military life lowers them all, turning them into cow-
ardly, evil, stupid beasts. And do you want to know why? Iʼll tell you: be-
cause there isnʼt a single person serving who actually believes in the mili-
taryʼs brainless objectives”20.
& The crisis of morality and profanation of the highest senses, love, 
primarily. Nazanski himself talking about Deitz generalizes in his peculiar 
manner: “They mine her for the themes of dirty, trashy operas, for smutty 
paintings, for foul anecdotes, for filthy, filthy poems. We officers do this”21. 
But nonetheless, it is exactly who preaches about coming of new times 
when “Yes, the time will come, you know. Things are already turning. A time 
of great disappointment and frightening re-evaluation”22. The possibility of 
moral revival, purification through filth, and redemption is pronounced by 
half-insane Nazanski on purpose, who can hardly be seen as Nietzscheʼs 
superman, who does not believe in God, but addresses saint men of faith, 
passion bearers. Thus, the author expands the field of his narration: he is 
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not limited by the truth of “cruel observer”23, but he is looking for the rea-
sons of crisis of “the end of things” and, accordingly, the ways of reviving 
Russia, reviving its splendor. 
& It is the authorʼs outsight, and it is no coincidence that the contempo-
raries called Kuprin the “writer-describer” recognizing his talent of fictionist 
and withholding the skill of psychological and analytical narration. The 
writer indeed was attentive to the detailed description of houses of officers, 
poor, dirty, uncomfortable. The exception is the clean, light and comfortable 
house of the Nikolayevs. Clothing: Romashov “looked at his galoshes and 
blushed with a sharp feeling of shame. They were heavy, calf-high boots 
plastered to the brims with a coat of doughy black mud. All the officers in 
the regiment were issued boots like these. He examined his overcoat, 
which was cut short at the knees (again, because of the mud), with its 
frayed bottom hem and stretched-out button holes”24  ‒ gives a sense of 
heaviness making military men feel humiliation.

& Romashovʼs illusions, his dreams and Shurochkaʼs dream, their 
daydreaming, the railway station through the Prussian border with the train 
as a symbol of “unreachable, refined, magnificent world where life is an 
eternal holiday and celebration” suggest distant coming of the time which 
starts becoming real to Nazanski. 

Degradation when the officers immerse in depravity, drinking (“Every-
thing thatʼs talented or capable, drinks away”), wild pranks are depicted in 
the novel with expanded tragedy. The synthesis of the unconscious and 
the conscious in peopleʼs behavior reaches the extreme expression in the 
description of the scene in “the Morgue”. Due to  crushing sarcasm of des-
tiny, in the room meant for temporary lodging and used for making drunk 
officers sober again, “there hadnʼt been a single year during which at least 
one officer of N-regiment hadnʼt shot himself”, Romashov experiences the 
horror and fear of “fantastic insanity” of officers drinking in the moonlight 
and howling of dogs. Hence, the scary in its fatal cohesion singing of fu-
neral song with tears in eyes and funeral service by officers unified at that 
moment in endured feelings and emotions. At that moment, anger which 
became peopleʼs mask opens up the miserable people dreaming of peace 
and feeling “guilty sorrow” and therefore unable to  look at each other being 
“embarrassed” because of expressed “weakness”. 

Kuprinʼs rendering of notions like “officers family”, “officers judgment”, 
“officers meeting” is the depiction of various facets of the army household 
and psychology in peaceful time. However, the threat of possible war in 
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the air (broken out by the Russian-Japanese war) brings out the destiny of 
the Russian Empire in the picture of war craft and catastrophe in the cur-
rent time and prospects of future. 

The most depressive depictions of war craft are in the representation 
of soldiers.  Young soldier Mukhamedzhinov, “tartar barely understanding 
and speaking Russian”, Sharafutdinov, browbeaten, coursed Khlebnikov 
and many others made the process of Romashovʼs maturation and trans-
formation possible. “One hundred men in our regiment. And each of these 
is a person with thoughts, feelings, his own character and experience of the 
world, with unique preferences and antipathies. Do I know anything about 
them? No—nothing, except their physiognomies. Here they are, from right 
to left: Soltis, Ryaboshapka, Vedeneyevs, Egorov, Yashishin . . . gray, mo-
notonous faces. How have I tried to touch their hearts with my heart, their 
Me with my Me? Nothing.” 25 ‒ the hero of the novel reflects.

Evangelic subject, the Bible preaching about forgiveness made Ro-
mashov feel affinity with Khlebnikov. “ It was as if they were two cripples, 
suffering from a disease that caused the same disgust in whomever they 
met. And despite the fact that his awareness of this similarity instilled in 
Romashov a prick of shame and repugnance, still, he had to admit that 
there was something strangely, deeply, sincerely human about it as well”26 ‒ 
in this authorʼs outside perspective projecting Romashovʼs insight there is 
the main humanistic idea of the novel which upraises the young officer over 
Nazanski. The capability of insight and readiness to  protect the humiliated 
and the insulted, to save them for the sake of life in the novel through Ro-
mashov opens up the authorʼs belief in the revival of Russia. The young of-
ficer calls for belief and feeling the power in himself, power to  be patient in 
Khlebnikov (the same victim of brutal force morale) create the pre-
requisites for justifying Kuprin as the betrayer of “national interests”, infring-
ing the authority of tsar army. The understanding of original reasons for so-
cial catastrophe which becomes the national catastrophe contains the ways 
for curing the sick society through belief.

The authorʼs belief is also seen in the description of soldiers of Stelk-
ovskyʼs fifth regiment. They are completely different, vivacious, and confi-
dent, “with pure faces”. The General asks about them:  “You feed them pi-
rogis?” This reality and alternative exist in one and the same regiment. The 
rejection of non-violence morality and the embodiment of respect to a per-
son from the side of Captain Stelkovsky are even more surprising because 
he is a libertine seducing under-age girls from poor families who bought off 
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from them after their month-long confinement at his place. The source of 
his money is also a mystery. 

The speculations about war take up the central position in the novel. It 
is evaluated as madness by Romashov in his argument with Vetkin: “But 
whatʼs the use of wars? What if itʼs all some kind of gigantic mistake, a 
worldwide delusion, madness? Can it really be in our nature to kill one an-
other?” and considered by the hero  as abstractive, absurd for military men, 
i.e., Shulgovich. Because the army is needed in peaceful conditions as 
well, in their view. For example, in order to pacify the rebellion. “Then there 
would be no more war, no  officers or soldiers, everyone would go home. 
What would happen then? Really, what would happen? And the rebels? 
The socialists? The revolutionaries?...», ‒ Romashov wonders.

The heroʼs assumption of the situation when there is no war, when “all 
of humanity has said: I donʼt want bloodshed. Who then would come with 
their weapons and force? Nobody. What would happen? Is it possible, 
maybe, that then ʻeveryone would get alongʼ? Would everybody give way 
to everybody else? Help one another? Forgive? Oh God, oh God, what 
would happen?” ‒ symptomatically, without any mediated reply. As a reply, 
the death of the hero is shown in a straight fight (not duel) due to false 
prejudice and dirty, vulgar, evil gossip in which he was not to be blamed, 
but he acted in accordance with his own idea of dignity defending his loved 
(but yet hardnosed) woman. 

Proclamation of war philosophy by Osadchi known for his cruelty at a 
picnic dedicated to Shurochkaʼs name-day: “But letʼs drink—and if no one 
else will join me, Iʼll drink alone—to the glory of warriors past, and to joyous 
and bloodthirsty brutality!” entails fear and understanding of the violation of 
morality limits even by the officers society. “Everyone was silent—over-
come, it seemed, by the unexpected ecstasy of this usually morose and re-
served man. They looked at him with curiosity and fear.»27. 

The destiny of the Russian Empire at present and in future, in peace 
and war, embodied in the catastrophic depiction of the army, military 
household, leveling feeling of compassion, mercy, forgiveness led to the 
brutal truth of Kuprinʼs novel. His reading of the most expressive scenes of 
the novel is perceived hundred years later as his attempt to search for the 
way out of the historical, ontological dead-end of values together with the 
society. 

In October, 1906, K. Chukovsky placed a questionnaire on the subject 
of “Revolution and Literature” in “Freedom and Life” newspaper; many cul-
tural public figures responded to it, and Kuprin was among of them. He 
answered in a lyrical-and-philosophical poem in prose, which later on be-
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came known under the title of “The Art”. The genius sculptor was once 
asked: “How one can align the art and revolution?”. In reply he showed his 
last creation – the figure of a slave tearing fetters. And three wise people 
expressed their view about it. One of them said: “How wonderful!”. The 
second one said: “How truthful!”. But only the third one replied to the initial 
question exclaiming: “Oh, I understand the joy of battle now!” 28. The gen-
eral view of this work is known as Kuprinʼs esthetic program. 

The liberation from slavery in Chekovʼs understanding comprises the 
main idea of “The Duel”. The duel from the external plot line grows into  the 
duel of the main hero with his own slavery overcoming of which was im-
possible for him due to  objective causes. His pre-destination, as well as 
the pre-destination of his generation, country to slavery and, yet, ideal, 
romantically sublime belief of half-insane Nazanski arise the issue of 
mercy, compassion, forgiveness as factors for the revival of the Russian 
Empire. 
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