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Portrayed in Elena Gan’s “Utballa”

Sanami Takahashi
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Madame Blavatsky had no choice but to move from one place to another
from the time she was in the cradle. Her family nomadically moved around
the southern part of the Russian Empire. Her encounter with the Kalmyk
people in Astrakhan affected her for the rest of her life to some extent. Her
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mother, Elena Gan, was also inspired by differences with the life in her
“Europe,” when exhausted from her non-cultural—sometimes even barbaric—
nomadic life.

She wrote several novels set in a strange land. Meanwhile, “Caucasian
novels,” concerning the Southern Russian lands and peoples, played an impor-
tant role in the history of the Russian romantic literature in the 1820’s and
1830’s. Gan followed the mainstream. In 1838, she published “Utballa,” set in
Kalmykia, which should be considered as one of the fruits of Russian orien-
talism.

In this essay, I discuss the representations of the Kalmyk and their Bud-
dhism in the novel, taking into account the author’s background, her ideals,
and the historical and cultural circumstances of her time.
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