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“IMPOSING WOMAN"

In the confessional autumn of 1830 Push-
kin condemned his light-minded youth fancies,
bid a farewell in his mind to truly beloved ones,
and recollected a mysterious lady who he de-
scribed in the most noble and exciting way: “in
appearance of imposing air”, “solemn beauty of
her eyes”, “her eyes as bright and clear as sum-
mer skies”. He recalled her in a poem which is
usually described as mysterious:

In early life I recollect my school;
Where we, the carefree children, numbered many;
A varied family that played the fool.

A humble woman, dressed with meager penny,
But in appearance of imposing air,
O’ersaw the school as strictly as a nanny.

Surrounded by a crowd of youngsters there,
In sweet and pleasant voice she used to chatter
With little ones who’d gathered by her chair.

I picture now her head-scarf to the letter,
Her eyes as bright and clear as summer skies...

The rare and solemn beauty of her eyes,
Her peaceful mouth, her manner of beholding,
Her precious words disturbed me in such guise.

Actually it is not that mysterious. It becomes
clear from the first lines the poet is recollecting his
early years in the lyceum. The park in Tsarskoe Selo
(“the splendid darkness of the alien garden”) is
described literally as it is. If you are aware of meta-
phors typical of Pushkin’s late verses you can easi-
ly understand who the “imposing” lady that “over-
saw the school” was. At that time only one woman
could supervise the Imperial Lyceum in Tsarskoe
Selo - Elizabeth Alexeevna, the wife of its founder
Alexander the First. So the poem speaks about her.

The poem is dominated by an invisible but
physically perceivable shadow of great Dante
Alighieri. The first words of the “In Early Life...”

echo the first
lines of the Divine
Comedy: Nel
mezzo del cam-
min di nostra vita
(In the middle of
our life). The po-
etical image of a
“humble and im-
posing” lady used
in the poem to
describe Elizabeth Alexeevna resembles Dante’s
description of Beatrice. And finally, the “In Early
Life...” is versed in terza rima (a rare case in Rus-
sian poetry of the XIX century) which offers the
best form to express the high feeling of love and
admiration which Dante experienced to Bea-
trice. Maybe it is the main meaning of the poem.
They could only dream of such love in the nine-
teenth century. And Pushkin dreamt of it al-
though his numerous love fancies were well
known and often light-minded. The internal
world of the poet was full of contradicting pas-
sions. His emotional range was extremely wide.
He could court a woman only because he
thought she was of easy virtue. But he could also
fall in love gently and cordially as it happened in
lyceum years with Natalya Kochubei and Yekate-
rina Bakunina. He was overwhelmed by “mad-
ness of desire” and “love passion” as Pushkin

himself described his feelings to Amalia Riznich.
But he could also love passionately even if he
knew he would never have the woman he dei-
fied in his heart. One thing did not exclude the
other. It is impossible to perceive neither Push-
kin’s lyrics nor his fate without that. The poem
“In Early Life...” makes you think about the first
unattainable love of a dreamy youth to the wom-
an he adored in his poem - Empress Elizabeth
Alexeevna.

He saw her for the first time on October
19, 1811 at the gala commencement ceremony
of the lyceum which was attended by the whole
royal family. She was young and very attractive.
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