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Following Sergei Chuprinin’s introduction to Lev Anninsky’s book Three Heretics, concerning the work of Nikolai Leskov, Aleksei Pisemsky and Pavel Melnikov-Pechersky; we find, in the form of an epigraph, a definition of “heresy” taken from Vladimir Dal’, in which the word “otstupnichestvo” (also translated as “apostasy”) is used to connote a “stepping away” from the beliefs held by the majority (Anninsky 12, Dal’ 521).   Although the term is used in the ironic context of the three writers’ non-conformity to either the radical left or the reactionary right, such terminology, I would argue, is also productive when analyzing a number of Leskov’s short stories, in particular “The Enchanted Wanderer” (1873), written just two years before Leskov declared himself a “turncoat” who had “parted company with ecclesiality (tserkovnost’)” (10: 411, qtd. in Sperrle 144).  

Here, while initially evoking the Orthodox wanderer (known in Russian as a “strannik”), Leskov deliberately “steps away” from nearly all of its conventions in order to redefine the “wanderer” both ideologically and theologically. The wanderer in Leskov’s story, who goes by the name of Ivan Flyagin, is stripped of the ascetic quality which usually accompanies this vocation – not interested in perfecting holiness, Ivan is “perfected” against his will. While he does undergo a “conversion experience,” which calls to mind the earlier nineteenth-century wanderings of the monk Parfeny (1856), Ivan’s transformation is without precedent in wanderer literature; through an initially sensual attraction to a gypsy girl, he learns to sympathize with and love another human being. Ivan concludes his journeys by taking on a role central to the Orthodox wanderer, that of intercessor; however, again, this is of a highly unusual variety, as it involves killing the gypsy at her own behest and later volunteering to fight in an upcoming war.  As I will demonstrate, Leskov’s story effects a complete re-working of the wanderer-narrative, where asceticism and faithfulness to religious convictions are supplanted by discovery of the other and a realization of the hero’s own desire to become an intercessor for the Russian people.    
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