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Humor in the human condition

By Katherine A. Powers, Globe Correspondent  |  March 7, 2010

The expression “great comic novel” attached to a title usually causes me to drop everything and rush off to the library to secure what I consider to be one of the prime reasons for living. The greatest of these works are, to my mind, ones that are not simply funny, but also possess a melancholy, even hopeless dimension. Examples are Charles Portis’s “Masters of Atlantis,” V.S. Naipaul’s “A House for Mr. Biswas,” Flann O’Brien’s “The Third Policeman,” Dawn Powell’s “The Wicked Pavilion,” Barbara Pym’s “Excellent Women,” Molly Keane’s “Good Behavior,” Evelyn Waugh’s “A Handful of Dust,” Anthony Burgess’s “The Long Day Wanes,” and Shchedrin’s “The Golovlyov Family” - which has also been called the gloomiest novel in all Russian literature.

Ivan Goncharov’s “Oblomov,” published in Russian in 1859, is invariably described as a “great comic novel.” Still, though I’ve taken it out of the library several times in explosions of enthusiasm, I had never actually read it until now - two versions, in fact: C. J. Hogarth’s translation of 1915, the first in English, which turns out to be an abridgement; and the most recent translation, Marian Schwartz’s of 2008, just published in paperback (Yale University Press, $16.95). Though there are some longueurs in the complete novel, you do not want the abridgement for it has eliminated whole episodes that give further edge to the predicament of the hero, Ilya Ilich Oblomov.

Oblomov, his name forever synonymous with indolence, is a single, 30-something member of the Russian landed gentry who is living - if that is the word - in bed-stewed suspension in St Petersburg. The business of his days is the making of plans for the making of plans for improving his country estate upon which his income depends. In fact, that’s what he’s up to when we meet him: “As soon as he awoke, he intended to rise immediately, wash and, after drinking his tea, think hard, come up with an idea, write it down, and in general study the matter properly.” But such prodigious efforts demand peace of mind and Oblomov’s has been destroyed by two “disasters”: His landlord wants him out of his apartment, and he has received word that his estate will provide far less income than he expected. He sinks back into his sheets: “Only now and again his disjointed exclamations could be heard: ‘Oh, my God! Life just won’t leave me alone.’ ”

Oblomov regards his own torpidity as noble, appalled as he is by the mad competition, onerous labor, and ceaseless to-ing and fro-ing of the world around him. In opposition, “he lay right where he was, maintaining his human dignity.” Just how he got this way is revealed as he dreams of his youth on the family estate, an Arcadian world of ease and plenty and ceaseless cosseting. True, the place was falling to pieces, but no one really minded: To eat and to sleep, especially to sleep, were life’s goal. Oblomov’s friend, Stolz, a brisk, cheerful forward-looking fellow, tries to lever his friend out of his bed and his lethargy. But no. The only thing that works, and that only for a time, is love, but Oblomov’s indecision and ineffectiveness scupper that.

A cast of gruesomely funny lesser characters populate the book, among them his clumsy, pilfering servant, Zakhar, a prodigy of laziness himself; Oblomov’s “friend” Tarantiev, a ruthless sponger; his eventual landlady, Agafia, big and bustling, with elbows that capture Oblomov’s soul; Ivan, her “good brother,” an extortionist and thief. Surrounded by these curious customers and others, and by his dreams and anguished vacillations, Oblomov becomes an increasingly sympathetic character. Idle, procrastinating, and lax he may be, but he is also kind, empathetic, and just. Indeed, he even rises to one glorious moment of fiery command as, in the most gratifying slap in the history of literature, he slaps the foul Tarantiev full in the face, banishing him into the night.

Everyone agrees that “Oblomov” is a great comic novel, but there is plenty of disagreement about what it is supposed to mean morally, politically, and historically. Are we meant to despise Oblomov for the vice of sloth? Or admire him for principled intransigence? Or love him for his gentleness and kindness? Then again, is he the contemptible incarnation of all the lethargy and inequalities of old Russia? Or does his generosity toward his low-born landlady - and indeed his relationship with her, so offensive to the busy, bourgeois Stolz - represent a rebuke to capitalism?

I believe that in his brilliant little essay, “The Great Absentee,” V.S. Pritchett gets “Oblomov” just right - and, in doing so, also gets right the relationship between the true artist and his or her creation. Goncharov, he points out, was a reformer who wrote “to praise the virtues of the new businessman.” Nonetheless, in the 10 to 13 years that it took him to write the novel, that didactic purpose was transformed and swallowed by art: “Without genius he might have written a tract. Having genius, he has created one of the sublime comedies of all literature. After we have read this book we do not hate idleness, escapism, daydreaming: we love Oblomov. We have discovered a man, a new man whose existence we never suspected; a ludicrous Russian nobleman who, we realize has dwelt for a long time not in Russia but in ourselves.”

I’m sure that there is an interpretation of “Oblomov” that finds its hero mentally ill, but that would diminish the novel enormously. In contrast, the growing insanity of the figure at the center of Stephen Benatar’s “Wish her Safe at Home” (New York Review Books, paperback, $15.95) is what enlarges the story beyond its own boundaries. Rachel Waring is 47 when she inherits a decayed Georgian house in Bristol in the mid-20th century. She has it refurbished and proceeds to construct a fantasy world drawn from the 18th century, driven by her own, until now, thwarted, unfulfilled life, and made urgent by the feelings aroused at the sight of her young, shirtless, well-muscled gardener. This is one of those satisfying stories that is told in the first person by one who does not understand the import of what she’s revealing - very much like Molly Keane’s “Good Behavior,” in fact. Rachel goes entirely mad, but in a way that perfectly reveals a grim world of predatory intent and callousness all around her. It is a black comedy, exuberantly grotesque, but sad and poignant as well.


