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Preface 

The achievements of Dostoevsky and Tolstoy notwithstanding, Russian lit- 

erature is a tradition of poetry, not prose, and Russian readers have always 

recognized it as such. This poetry has been poorly served in translation and 

remains one of the great rewards for foreigners willing to invest the effort 

in learning the language. 

This book is not a history of Russian poetry, but rather a guide to reading, 
interpreting, and appreciating it. The only prerequisite — beyond a healthy 

intellectual curiosity — is a knowledge of the Russian language. How much 

knowledge? The more, the better, of course, but even students who have 

only completed their first year of study should be able to understand the 

general principles and much of the textual analysis. The first part of the 

book introduces fundamental concepts of poetic literacy, the things that any 

educated reader (or poet) must know. In the second part, these concepts are 

applied to the interpretation of specific poems, always set in the context of 

other poems that share their formal qualities, themes, or genres. Students 

without much prior exposure to poetry are urged to read the first section 

in its entirety before beginning the second. Within the second section, 

however, the chapters need not be read consecutively. From a linguistic 

standpoint, Chapters Five, Six and Seven are probably the most accessible 

(though it must be admitted that each concludes with a highly challenging 

poem). More experienced readers should be able to orient themselves easily 
and move immediately to the chapters that most interest them. 

Throughout, I have included poems froma variety of styles and periods, in 

most cases favoring recognized classics over lesser-known works. It seemed 
appropriate that an introductory book should discuss some of the poems 

that Russians themselves consider an essential part of their cultural identity. 

However, broad coverage was not my primary concern. I hope that those 

who first encounter Russian poetry in this book will be inspired to explore 

further. (The bilingual anthologies listed in Section I of “Suggested further 

reading” offer a convenient starting point.) 

1X 
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Note on translations and transliterations 

To make the book maximally accessible, I have provided my own literal 

translations of all Russian passages. Throughout, Russian poetry and poem 

titles are given in cyrillic. Because Russian stress can be a source of perplexity 

for students — and because rhythm is such an essential part of poetry — I mark 

the stress in all Russian words (and even in proper names, when they first 

appear in the “Introduction”). Where transliteration is necessary — usually 

for individual words or phrases already cited in cyrillic — I use the system 

that seems to me the most straightforward (essentially that found in Victor 

Terras [ed.], A Handbook of Russian Literature, New Haven: Yale University 

Press, 1985, p. x1x). In the bibliography, I use the less readable but more 

precise Library of Congress system. 

Ifa poem has no title, I refer to it by its first line (or by the first words of that 

line). For poems with titles, the English translation (as against the Russian) 

will have all significant words capitalized (e.g., “Wave and Thought”). If 

a Russian poem lacks a title and is named by its first line, the English 

translation gives only the first word capitalized (e.g., “I loved you”). In most 

of the translations, in order to save space, the graphic form of the original 

has been altered, with the line breaks rendered by a single slash (/) and 

stanza breaks by a double slash (/). Occasionally the Russian syntax makes 

it impossible to retain the line breaks in English translation, in which case 

only stanza breaks are indicated. 

Xl 
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Introduction 

Ilosr — n3qaseka 3aBOANT péub. 

Ilosta — HaneK6 3aBOAUT péeup. 

Lseraesa, «Io3tpm 

The poet brings language from afar. 

Language brings the poet far. 

Tsvetaeva, “Poets” 

When poets read their works aloud, we may not understand every word, but 

we immediately recognize that their intonation differs from that of everyday 

speech. This “unnatural” declamation often causes confusion among those 

who first encounter it. “Why don’t they just read it normally?” one is tempted 

to ask. The reason is simple: poets want to set their speech off from everyday 

language. Individual poets vary widely in the degree of “unnaturalness” they 

introduce to their readings, but in virtually all cases their goal is the same: 

to destabilize the familiar world of their listeners, to make them hear anew. 

All of us, poets or not, alter our tone of voice and choice of words in 

accordance with specific circumstances. We speak differently with our par- 

ents than with our peers, we address the auto mechanic differently than the 

policeman, we speak differently when giving a toast than we do when calling 

for an ambulance. In many life situations, what might be called the prosaic 

attitude toward language dominates. Our object is to relay information as 

quickly and unambiguously as possible. At other times, getting the point 

across is not enough; it is essential to do so convincingly and fervently. We 

select our words carefully and consciously organize them. In this case, we 

are not necessarily creating poetry, but it is fair to say that we are moving 

in the direction of poetry. It is no coincidence that most of the rhetorical 

terms now associated with poetry originated in the law courts of antiquity. 

The court is a place where eloquence matters, and the lawyers of ancient 

Greece and Rome were trained in the art of persuasion. 

A precise example may make it easier to distinguish between the poetic 

and the prosaic poles. Readers who opened The New York Times on July 11, 

2000 were greeted by the following article on the upper left-hand corner 

of the first page. 
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Thirty-five years after the dis- 

mantling of legalized segregation, 

a majority of Americans main- 

tain that race relations in_ the 

United States are generally good, 

but blacks and whites continue to 

have starkly divergent percep- 

tions of many racial issues and 

they remain largely isolated from 

each other in their everyday lives, 

according to a nationwide poll by 

The New York Times. 

Despite a superficial visual resemblance to verse, it is highly unlikely that 

any of the countless readers confused this passage with poetry. No sane per- 

son would stop to ponder why each line of this passage ends at the precise 

point where it does. No one would ask questions like “Is the word ‘disman- 

tling’ broken into ‘dis’ and ‘mantling’ to emphasize the concept of “break’?” 

or: “Does the second line end on the word ‘segregation’ because this empha- 

sizes a concept pivotal to the history of race relations in America?” We do 

not ask such questions because, as experienced newspaper readers, we know 

that the layout of individual lines is determined by printing necessity and 

does not reflect the individual author’s intent. Likewise, no reader would 

notice (let alone puzzle over) the unusual frequency with which the letters 

“m” and “a” appear in adjacent positions in the first lines: mantling, majority, 

Americans, maintain. We assume that the reporter’s primary goal is to con- 

vey basic factual information. If certain combinations of letters recur, we 
attribute this to coincidence, not to a conscious attempt to achieve some sort 

of aural patterning. News writing is focused almost entirely on the message, 

and whatever might distract from its direct and unambiguous presentation 
is considered inappropriate. 

In poetry, on the other hand, the presentation becomes part of the mes- 

sage. Every aspect of the word (sound, spelling, placement on the page) 

is potentially meaningful. If the newspaper writer aims for immediate and 

unambiguous communication, the poet seeks to communicate in such a way 

that the audience will want to read (or hear) again, so that the individual 

word becomes maximally expressive and the audience maximally alert to 

that expression. For this reason, repeated encounters with the same poem 
will deepen — and at times even contradict — the first impression, while 
rereading a news item produces only tedium. This opposition between the 
newspaper (with its immediate cognitive gratification) and poetry (with its 
subtle interplay of sight and sound) is at the basis of Marina Tsvetaeva’s poem 
«Yuratem ra3ér» (“Readers of Newspapers”), of which the opening lines 
follow: 
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Tlom3é€T NOA3éEMHbIM 3MEl, The underground snake crawls, 

Tlou3€T, Be3eT JONEH. [It] crawls [and] carries people. 

VW kKaxKbIN — CO CBOE And each of them is with his 

Ta3éTou (co cBoéii Newspaper (with his 

3K3é€mon!) 7KBauHpiii THK, Eczema!) A chewing reflex, 

Ta3éTHbIM KOCTOEL. A newspaper bone-eater. 

KeBaTeuM MacTHK, Chewers of mastics, 

Unrate ra3er. Readers of newspapers. 

Tsvetaeva’s short lines mimic the effect of a newspaper column. However, 

even a novice reader of poetry will recognize that the length of these lines is 

not determined by coincidence or printers’ conventions, but by the poet’s 

careful planning. If read aloud (and poetry should always be read aloud, if 

only to oneself), it becomes evident that the end of each line is marked by 

rhyme. This gives prominence to the final word of each line, which causes 

the experienced reader to make a slight pause. Ordinarily, the end of a line 

of poetry coincides with a logical break, usually reflected in the punctua- 

tion (a comma or period). Tsvetaeva’s opening lines satisfy this expectation, 

but already in lines three and four, the reader is torn between pausing at 

the end of the line to emphasize the rhyme and rushing onwards to reach 

the thought’s logical completion: «H Kaxapiii — co cBoéii / Ta3eroi (co 

cBoéi / 9K3émoii!)» — “And each of them is with his / Newspaper (with 

his / Eczema!)” In this case, exact repetition at the end of the line helps 

us to recognize the symmetry of what follows. Both lines conclude with 

the same truncated prepositional phrase, leaving the object of the preposi- 

tion to the beginning of the next line. These grammatically parallel words 

(“Gazetoi” and “Ekzemoi” are both feminine nouns in the instrumental 

case) are placed in graphically parallel positions. In everyday language, they 

would rarely be used in the same sentence, but Tsvetaeva wants us to see 

(and hear!) their similarities. In Russian, both words consist of three sylla- 

bles, with a stress on the second. Moreover, they have a high percentage of 

repeated sounds: “Gazéetoi” and “Ekzemoi” (according to rules of Russian 

pronunciation, “k” before “z” is pronounced as “g”). Why does Tsvetaeva 

do this? Presumably, she wants us to equate newspaper reading with disease 

(a theme she develops in the lines that immediately follow). She establishes 

this point indirectly, through rhyme and parallelism. By placing dissimilar 

concepts in the identical position in the line, she emphasizes their similarity 

in sound and suggests that they are related by sense. Our English translation 

can preserve the word order but not the essential sound play. 

Indeed, English translation proves wholly inadequate as early as the poem’s 

first line. Rather than stating the setting directly, Tsvetaeva introduces the 

image of a «mog3¢MHbIii 3Méi (“underground snake”). Some ingenuity is 

required to recognize this as a roundabout way of describing a subway. What 
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has Tsvetaeva gained by this indirect locution (a metaphor, to use a term 

we shall define later)? For one thing, she introduces a certain foreboding, 

not simply because the subterranean realm (“podzemnyi”) is traditionally 

associated with unclean things, death, and hell (all of which will be directly 

relevant to this poem), but also because the snake (“zmei”) recalls the biblical 

tale of the fall from Eden (which Tsvetaeva will allude to a few lines later 

when she compares a newspaper to a fig leaf, punning on Russian «McT» 

as “leaf of paper” and “leaf of a tree”). No less important is the acous- 

tic quality of these words. ““Podzemnyi” not only shares its “po .. . ze” 

with the previous word (‘“polzet”), but it also contains in anagrammatic 

form every single letter found in the subsequent word (“zme1’’). Thus, the 

striking opening image is supported — perhaps even motivated — by the 

sound. 
Like so much of Tsvetaeva’s verse, this poem brims with linguistic inven- 

tiveness. These few comments cannot begin to do it justice, but they allow us 

to make some general observations on poetry. Tsvetaeva’s theme in “Readers 

of Newspapers” is, on the surface, absolutely prosaic. (She is writing about 

tabloids, the lowest form of journalism.) It is not the subject that makes 

her work poetic, but rather her approach to that subject. By taking advan- 

tage of the very sound of words, she introduces a coherence to language 

that one would never find — or even seek — in a newspaper. The more 

one ponders her specific images, the deeper their meaning becomes. For 

example, the comparison of a subway to a snake could upon first glance 

be understood simply in terms of their crawling motion. However, addi- 

tional reflection (prompted by the knowledge of the entire poem) allows 

one to see this as part of a carefully structured system of biblical refer- 

ences, which in this poem range from Genesis to Revelation. For Tsve- 

taeva, the newspaper is not simply the nemesis of poetry. It is poetry’s 
demonic double, whose surface resemblance masks infernal designs. Such a 

view appears to have been shared by other modern Russian poets: Vladislav 

Khodasevich’s «Ta3érank» (“The Newspaper Vendor’) is based on a similar 
assumption. 

Whereas a newspaper concerns itself with current events, a poem tends to 
focus on the general or even archetypal. However, the two forms differ less 
in what they say than in how they say it. The effect of poetry depends on 
the combination of a number of elements (concision, imagery, grammatical 
parallelism, sound organization). It is this constant and complex interplay 
that distinguishes poetry not simply from newspapers, but from virtually all 
prose. While a novel or short story will undoubtedly reveal more careful 
organization than a newspaper article, it will never achieve the concentration 
and variety of patterning found in poetry. 
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The present book is conceived of as an introduction to Russian poetry, not 
a literary history. However, the task of introduction will be simplified if 
the reader has at least a rough knowledge of who the leading poets were, 
when they lived, and what “school” or “movement” they represented. The 
following thumbnail sketch is intended to situate only those poets cited in 
this book. 

Compared to other national traditions, Russian poetry has a brief his- 
tory. In the centuries when England enjoyed the creativity of Chaucer and 
Shakespeare, when Germany and France celebrated a flowering of medieval 
and baroque poetry, Russia’s muse was silent, at least as far as literate secular 
culture was concerned. Epochal events like the Renaissance and Reforma- 
tion left no trace on the Russian cultural consciousness. Even had a talent 
of Shakespearean proportions arisen, three conditions would have conspired 
against it: the lack of a literary language, the lack ofa literate public, and the 
overt hostility of church and state toward any form of artistic expression not 

intimately linked to the liturgy. Among the people at large, various forms 
of folklore existed, but these were independent oral traditions. 

Peter the First (the Great), who ruled from 1689 to 1725, altered every 

aspect of Russian life, including commerce, social interaction, the military, 

education, and the arts. While there had been isolated attempts at West- 

ernization under his immediate predecessors, no one could match Peter in 

terms of energy and urgency. However, not all reforms could be imple- 

mented as quickly as lopping the beard off'a boyar. With typical impatience, 

Peter built a theater on Red Square, succeeding in shocking centuries-old 

religious sensibilities, but not in creating serious art. After all, the phys- 

ical edifice alone could not compensate for the absence of a theatrical 

tradition. 

Peter’s reign was essentially a gestation period for Russian secular cul- 

ture, which only came into its own after his death. A handful of ambitious 

and talented individuals from the new educated class took it upon them- 

selves to create Russian poetry. Most of these pioneers spent time abroad, 

so their innovations tended to be adaptations of models they encountered 

in Europe’s most advanced countries. However, historical and social cir- 

cumstances specific to Russia also left their mark. Most obviously, Russian 

poets were completely dependent on the patronage system. Without support 

from the ruling institutions, nothing could be earned or published. These 

institutions included the court and the Academy of Sciences (which was 

itself controlled by the tsar). With the rare exception of men whose liveli- 

hood was not dependent on their verse (e.g., Antiokh Kantemir [AnTHOx 

Kautemmp], a professional diplomat whose work was not published in his 

lifetime), poets were members of the Academy of Sciences and therefore 
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essentially court employees. Their work consisted largely in writing odes 

to commemorate specific occasions and praise the wisdom of the sovereign 

and the valor of the military. The primary means of dissemination of verse 

was recitation, which meant that poets gave considerable thought to perfor- 

mance (public reading). Though continuous squabbling complicated their 

task, Mikhailo Lomonosov [Muxéit10 JIomondécos| and Vasily Trediakovsky 

[Bacrimmii Tpeauaxdsckuii] achieved remarkable success in domesticating 

poetry in Russia. In the course of a few decades, a genuine poetic tradition 

was established, with erudite talents contributing both verse and treatises on 

verse composition. If Lomonosov and Trediakovsky codified the poetic lan- 

guage, more unorthodox talents toward the end of the century experimented 

with it. These included Aleksandr Radishchev [Amexcanap Paanues| and, 

in particular, Gavrila Derzhavin [Tappa Jlepxasun], the most inventive 

and aesthetically significant poet of the century. 
In the early decades of the nineteenth century, Russian poetry changed 

direction. Poets emerged from the ranks of the aristocracy. Most served the 

country in some capacity, but not as poets. State-sponsored poetry ceased 

to exist, and the salon replaced the court as the primary venue. Instead of 

an audience of rulers and high-ranking nobles, poets wrote for their peers 
and, especially, for their friends. Accordingly, the themes of poetry now 

concentrated on the personal (friendship, longing, love) rather than the civic. 
Even the language of poetry changed. Influenced by the French-flavored 

Russian of Nikolai Karamzin [Huxonai Kapam3nu], poetry sounded much 

closer to the spoken idiom than it had in the previous century. 

The first few decades of the nineteenth century are traditionally 

considered Russia’s “Golden Age.” Ushered in by the Italophile Kon- 

stantin Batiushkov [KounctantnH batiourKos] and the Germanophile Vasily 

Zhukovsky [Bacrimmit *KyKoscxnii], it reached its apogee in Aleksandr 

Pushkin [AnexcaHap Tlyurkun], who seamlessly adapted the innovations 

of his predecessors and added his own. Pushkin brought his “Midas touch” 

to everything he wrote, from epigrammatic insult to religious verse, from 

love poem to fairy tale, from comedy to tragedy. His works, characterized by 

a surface clarity that often masks their profundity, set the standard for con- 

temporaries and successors. Most of the other major poets of the time were 

Pushkin’s friends. Nikolai Iazykov [Huxomait Aptos], who made a name 

for himself singing the carefree joys of student life, later devoted his poetry to 

nationalistic themes and conservative causes. Evgenii Baratynsky |Esrénuit 

Bapatbinckui]|, the only contemporary poet who could rival Pushkin, began 

as a follower of Batiushkov, but developed a distinctly brooding tone and a 

complicated syntax and language unique in his day. Petr Viazemsky [Mérp 

Bssemcxuii], who outlived all of his friends and grew increasingly stodgy 
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and conservative, was in his youth a free-thinker and poet of great wit and 
irreverence. 

After Pushkin’s death, Russian poetry enjoyed a final brief outburst of 
creativity in Mikhail Lermontov [Muxanm Jlépmontos], a Romantic in 

the Byronic mode, whose powerful, uncompromusing, and always dissatis- 

fied persona dominated his verse. After Lermontov’s death, Russian poetry 

went into relative decline. It was not so much that great poets ceased to 

exist as that the sudden emergence of prose made poets less numerous and 

poetic interaction less animated. The greatest flowering of Russian poetry 

has always occurred in eras when numerous excellent poets are at work 

together, spurring each other on. In the decades following Pushkin’s death, 

the handful of outstanding poets worked more or less independently. Fedor 
Tiutchev [®égop Trorues], whose early poems were published in a journal 

that Pushkin himself edited, was a diplomat. He wrote poetry primarily 

for himself, took little interest in whether it was actually published, and 

at One point inadvertently destroyed a stack of his own manuscripts, in 

one stroke depriving posterity of some of the century’s potentially finest 

verse. If Lermontov represented the Romantic cult of the poetic personal- 
ity, Tiutchev followed the more speculative side of Romanticism. Afanasy 
Fet [Adanacnit Pet], whose “art for art’s sake” credo alienated him from 

the socially engaged critics of his time, withdrew to his estate, refraining for 

decades from publishing his introspective and innovative verse. Only Nikolai 
Nekrasov’s [Hukxomai Hexpacos] poetry really fit in with the spirit of the 

times; in his work, the plight of the masses gets expression, often in satiric 

or folkloric style. 

The last years of the nineteenth century marked a rebirth of interest in 

poetry and the dawn of Russia’s “Silver Age” (as the period from the 1890s to 

the early 1920s has come to be known). The term is somewhat misleading, 

since in quantity of excellent poets and quality of work the “Silver Age” is 

not inferior to the “Golden Age.” The first phase of the “Silver Age” saw 

the ascent of Russian Symbolism. After Valery Briusov’s [Banépuit Bpr6cos| 

adaptations of European Decadence, Symbolism soon took a strong religious 

turn in the works of Zinaida Gippius [3uHanga Tunmyc]. Building on 

Vladimir Soloviev’s [Bnaaumup Conosbés] philosophy and mystical poetry, 

the influential triumvirate of Aleksandr Blok [Anexcanap brox]|, Andrei 

Bely [Angpéit Bénpni], and Vyacheslav Ivanov [Bsayecnas HBanos] sought 

to redefine the goals of art. Consciously fusing myth and religion with 

aesthetics, they saw poetry as a means of transcending the physical world and 

achieving knowledge of a mysterious other world. Blok began as a love poet, 

but later turned his attention to urban and civic themes. Bely, an inveterate 

experimenter, explored almost every aspect of verse language in works that 
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ranged from the confessional to Nekrasoy-like folk stylizations. For Ivanov, 

whose fascination with antiquity affected both the texture of his verse and 

its themes, poetics meant mythopoetics, with personal and contemporary 

themes always submerged in the timeless and selfless world of myth. The 

Symbolists’ contributions went beyond the writing of verse, for they were 

untiring educators and proselytizers. Through translations, public lectures, 

and personal example, they raised public consciousness about art. Though 

not a Symbolist, Mikhail Kuzmin [Muxama Ky3muu] had similarly wide- 

ranging talents and interests: his poetry ranges from the precise miniature 

to the mystical and hermetic. 
The Symbolists continued to write for decades, but the movement as such 

more or less collapsed in 1910. At this point, many new schools appeared, 
the two most significant being Acmeism and Futurism. Acmeism was a 

neo-classical form of modernism, which purported to reject the excessive 

mysticism of Symbolism and replace it with a new ideal of clarity. In many 

respects, however, the Acmeists were a logical extension of the Symbolists, 

with their emphasis on poetic craft and cultural continuity. Acmeism left 

its mark on Russian poetry less as a unified movement than through the 

achievements of its two greatest poets: Anna Akhmatova [Anya Axmartosa| 

and Osip Mandel'shtam [Ocun) Mangempurram]. Perhaps even less unified 

than Acmeism, Futurism sought to provoke and outrage. If the Symbolists 

and Acmeists revered the past, the Futurists — at least the Cubo-Futurists, 

who represented the most extreme of several Futurist camps — claimed 

to reject it entirely. In its place, they proposed either a neo-primitivism 

(which sought its linguistic ideal in a historically nonexistent form of early 

Slavdom) ora cult of the new technology (machines, speed). The former was 

represented by the eccentric Aleksei Kruchenykh [Anexceit K pyaéuprx] and 

visionary Velimir Khlebnikov [Bentumup Xe6uuKos], the latter by Vladimir 

Mayakovsky [Buagnumup Maskoéscxuii]. Arguing that radical poetics went 

hand in hand with radical politics, Mayakovsky greeted the Revolution with 

open arms and became one of the most visible apologists for the Soviet 

regime. His influence, which waned toward the end of his life and for a few 

years after his suicide in 1930, ultimately proved decisive through the entire 
Soviet period. 

Two of Russia’s most outstanding poets emerged from the ferment of the 

pre-revolutionary years without belonging to any “school.” Boris Paster- 

nak [bopric Hacrepxax] began his career close to one of the more docile 
Futurist factions, but soon became a poet without an “ism.” Marina Tsve- 
taeva’s |[Mapmina Lperaesa| poetry reflects the influence of Cubo-Futurism, 
but she herself never joined this or any other movement. Both Pasternak 
and Tsvetaeva synthesized the most compelling aspects of many rival 
groups, creating exuberant yet profound poetry with linguistic brilliance and 
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extraordinary emotional range. Their works are among the most challeng- 
ing, but also the most rewarding in the entire Russian tradition. 

The Russian revolution was a watershed event not only in terms of 
politics, but also in the cultural sphere. If Russian visual artists and musi- 
cians could easily continue their careers in emigration, poets found them- 
selves choosing between highly undesirable alternatives. Many emigrated, 
only to live unhappy and often creatively unproductive lives in coun- 
tries that could not appreciate them. In Paris, the capital of the Russian 
emigration, Vladislav Khodasevich [Baagucn4s Xogacésuy] and Georgy 

Ivanov [Teopruii WBanos] provided bleak but powerful poetic voices. Oth- 
ers remained in a Russia they distrusted, often with tragic professional and 
personal consequences. Akhmatova endured years of persecution, while 

Mandel'shtam was arrested twice and perished on his way to a Stalinist 
labor camp. Tsvetaeva combined the worst of both fates, spending bitter 

years as an émigré, only to return to Russia, where, obscure and destitute, 
she committed suicide. 

The Soviet regime valued culture insofar as it could inspire loyalty to 

the party. A new patronage system arose, with the party leaders standing 

in for the tsars and the ever more powerful Writers’ Union playing the role 

that the Academy of Sciences had played in the eighteenth century. How- 

ever, the stakes were even higher, since a poem that misinterpreted the often 

inscrutable party line could result in a stiff prison sentence or worse. As in 

the eighteenth century, panegyric genres were favored. With the exception 

of Mayakovsky’s work, little of the reams of officially published poetry is 

worthy of serious attention. On the other hand, a rich tradition of unof- 

ficial poetry emerged in the relative freedom after Stalin’s death. In the 
1960s, Evgeny Evtushenko [Esréenuit Estymienko] tried to resurrect the tri- 

bune that Mayakovsky had established, filling stadiums with crowds who 

came to hear his daring, if somewhat compromised (both poetically and 

politically) verse. More influential, perhaps, was the quiet revolution of the 

bards, genuine non-conformusts who sang their verse, accompanying their 

unschooled voices on the traditional Russian seven-string guitar. Of these, 

Bulat Okudzhava’s [bymar Oxya>xaBa| plaintive lyrics were among the most 

celebrated. Though never officially produced, cassette recordings of the 

bards’ work spread throughout the country, making it known far and wide. 

Various non-conformist poetry movements also took shape in the 1960s and 

1970s, ranging from avant-garde experimenters like Nina Iskrenko [Hvina 

VUcxpéuKo], who embraced a diverse panoply of styles (“polystylistics”), 

to conceptualist poets like Dimitri Prigov [J[Murpuit priros] and Timur 

Kibirov [Tumyp Ku6dnpos], who questioned the validity of all previous dis- 

course (especially the official Soviet language). Finally, some poets built on 

the legacy of the officially repudiated “Silver Age,” celebrating the richness 
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and variety of pre-revolutionary poetry. Though a member of the Writers’ 

Union, Viktor Sosnora [Briktrop Cocudépa] wrote on unorthodox themes in 

unorthodox style, revitalizing Futurist experiments with language. A com- 

plete outsider to the system, Joseph Brodsky [Mdécnd bpoackuii] created a 

richly allusive poetics, combining high and low genres and styles. After his 

forced emigration, he tried tirelessly to inculcate his reverence of tradition 

to American audiences through interviews, readings, and translations, as 

well as in the capacity of university professor, American poet laureate, and 

Nobel prize winner. 
By the time of Brodsky’s death in 1996, Russian culture had experienced 

perhaps the most decisive paradigm shift in its entire history. For an out- 

sider, it is difficult to appreciate the extent to which the demise of the USSR 

altered the landscape of Russian poetry. On the one hand, poets experienced 

an unprecedented sense of freedom. For the first time in Russian history, 

censorship was abolished. For the first time in living memory, poets could 

write without giving a thought to political expediency, without depending 

on the state as the sole sponsor and publisher of literature. On the other 

hand, a rich culture of secrecy was demolished in a single stroke. Through 

threats, admonishments, punishments, and rewards, the Soviet Union had 

granted the poet an exalted place in society. Evtushenko, who fully appre- 

ciated this status, had been right on the mark when he entitled one of 

his books A Poet in Russia Is More Than a Poet (1973). The “system” cre- 

ated no shortage of sycophants, but it also gave birth to non-conformist 

poets as well as a colorful vocabulary to describe their subversive activi- 

ties: «CIIMCKH (copies of unofficial verse which circulated among the con- 

spiratorial cognoscenti), «camu3qaT» (the system of unofficial publication 

[typewriter and carbon paper being the primary means of reproduction}), 

«93010B #3bIK» (Aesopian language, needed to express the truth in a fashion 

sufficiently obscure to sneak it past the censor), «mucaTb B cTom» (“to write 

for the desk drawer,” the term for work so critical that it could only be put 

in a folder to await publication in some distant era). The dissident poet was 

an extremely appealing figure, and the attendant mythology helped make 
him (or her) a cultural hero unimaginable in the West. 

In a society that controlled all sources of information, people looked to 

literature as a secret source of wisdom and a moral compass. With the fall 

of the Soviet Union, the familiar and accepted roles of poet as martyr or 
poet as prophet lost their relevance. If the non-conformist Soviet poet had 
to outwit the increasingly clumsy totalitarian system, the post-Soviet poet 
has to contend with new adversaries, more mundane, but no less powerful. 
As entertainment, poetry now competes with Harlequin romances, televi- 
sion sit-coms, and Hollywood-style films. As social commentary, it has lost 
considerable ground to the news media. While many bemoan this turn of 
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events, Westerners recognize it as the inevitable fate of the modern poet. 

At the present time, poetry in Russia is probably no more prominent a cul- 

tural force than it is in English-speaking countries, yet the relatively small 

readership remains as devoted and educated as anywhere in the world. And 

Russian poets have proved resilient, responding to new challenges with wit 
and imagination. 
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Grane 1 

Versification: how to do things with 
words 

Kakaa rityOuna! 

Kakaa CMEOcTb M Kakaa CTpOiHocTD! 

Ilym«kny, «Mouapt u Cambépn» 

What profundity! 

What daring and what just proportion! 

Pushkin, “Mozart and Salieri” 

All forms of communication — both artistic and quotidian — are based on 

rules. These rules may be arbitrary, but we depend on them nonetheless. 

There is no particular reason why a red light should mean “stop” anda green 

light “go,” but drivers or pedestrians who disregard this binary opposition 

will not survive long. Likewise, it is hard to explain logically why English 

speakers call that tall plant with branches and leaves a “‘tree,” while Russians 

call it a “derevo,” but the fact is that English-speakers and Russian-speakers 

have agreed, consciously or not, to respect these designations. 

When we speak English, we rarely appreciate its complexity. We do not 

struggle to make the subject agree with the verb, but this is not because 

English lacks rules (or that one need not know them), but precisely because 

we know them so well that they have become automatic. Studying a foreign 

language teaches us, among other things, the ubiquity and necessity of 

grammart. 
Like any other language, poetry has its own grammar: versification. Of 

course, obeying this set of rules does not guarantee brilliant verse, just as 

following the rules of English grammar will not necessarily produce scin- 

tillating conversation. But it is only within an agreed-upon system that 

brilliance can stand out. 
Contemporary linguists assure us that no sentiment is unique to a given 

language, that all ideas are translatable. In practical terms, this 1s surely a 

good thing: it would be dangerous, for example, if a peace treaty were 

unable to be ratified because it could not be comprehensibly rendered in 

the language of one of the warring parties. However, poetic meaning moves 

uncomfortably across linguistic borders. Because poetry is created not simply 

through dictionary definition, but by using grammatical, rhythmical, and 
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aural means to temper — and at times to tamper with — dictionary definition, 

a translation may say more or less than the original, yet never offer a precise 

equivalent. 
Poetry is a universal phenomenon, but versification differs from tradition 

to tradition. The principles of modern Russian verse were mainly derived 

from Western European models, but certain qualities of the Russian lan- 

guage itself forced poets to make adaptations. Readers familiar with English 

versification, for example, will find many familiar concepts in this chap- 

ter. However, the same terminology will at times be applied in a manner 

inconsistent with common English usage. 

It is surprising how often one encounters objections to the study of 

versification on the grounds that it runs counter to the creative spirit. One 

such argument goes something like this: only bad poets follow the rules, 

while great poets flout them. There is, of course, no denying that the rules 

of poetry — as opposed to those of chemistry or biology — are not a priori 

part of our universe. Over time, they can and do change. However, poetic 

innovation need not be construed as a rejection of versification per se. In 

any epoch, poets have a very precise understanding of the rules of verse. 

Depending on their own needs and proclivities, they will accept some of 

them, while rejecting (or revising) others. Insofar as the innovations are 

successful, they themselves become part of an ever-evolving grammar of 

poetry. In studying versification, then, we must be mindful that we are 

examining a dynamic system, a set of rules that each poet to a certain 

extent redefines. However, it is easy to overestimate the importance of 

rule-breaking. In all historical periods, a powerful current of continuity is 

essential, if only to provide the background against which innovation can 

be recognized. To be comprehensible, a great poet, like a great orator, must 
rely on a grammar that is widely understood. 

A second argument against versification runs along the following lines: 
poetry is the result of inspiration, not calculation. Once again, there is no 
need to refute this claim altogether; it simply needs to be placed in a broader 
context. The creative process appears to differ widely depending on the 
individual. Some great poets work methodically and edit painstakingly while 
others do indeed produce at extraordinary speed with little revision. Such 
outbursts of creativity — one thinks, for example, of Pushkin’s «BonquucKaa 
OceHb» (the fall of 1830, which he spent at his Boldino estate, writing one 
masterpiece after another) — reveal powers of concentration verging on the 
miraculous, yet they do not refute the presence or relevance of rules. Clearly, 
inspired poets (or composers, or painters) have internalized the rules to the 
extent that they no longer have to ponder them while creating. Inspiration 
is by no means a rejection of rules, but testimony to their having been 
thoroughly mastered and instantaneously applied. 
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Meter 

The most obvious way to set poetry off from prose is through meter. When, 

in the eighteenth century, Russians consciously decided to create a secular 

literary culture, they had several possible sources to choose from. Though 

Russia had a rich and varied oral tradition of folk song and heroic poetry, this 

could not serve as a point of departure. The new literature had to be urbane 

and “European,” maximally distinguished from the uneducated entertain- 

ment of the common folk. Russian poets therefore ignored native traditions 

(which they would rediscover when Romanticism took hold almost a cen- 
tury later) and looked abroad. 

One possibility was syllabic poetry, which had firmly taken root in Poland. 

Kantemur, the greatest Russian exponent of this type of verse, begins his first 
satire as follows: 

YME HEAO3pPENbIM, IODA HeMOMrOM HayKu! 

Tlokoiica, He MOHYKTAN K Mepy MOH PyKu: 

He mucaB mers THM BeKa MpOBOAHTH 

M6xkHO, H CiaBy OCTATb, XOTb TBOPILOM He CIbITH. 

(Oh, my immature mind, fruit of brief study! / Remain calm, do not force my hands 

to the pen: / It is possible to spend the fleeting days of life not writing, / To achieve 

glory, yet not to be known as a writer.) 

Ignoring the now archaic forms (truncated non-predicative adjectives 

[meTauM Hu], unfamiliar infinitive endings [mpoBogntn]) and grammatical 

constructions (the opening vocative case [| Ymé], the imperfective gerund 

[mucaB]) and focusing only on the formal elements, we can see three orga- 

nizational principles at work. The first is the syllable count (hence the 

term “syllabic” verse): each line contains precisely the same number of 

syllables (thirteen). The second organizational feature is rhyme, found in 

pairs at the end of the line. This passage is typical of Russian syllabic 

poetry in that only “feminine” rhymes are used. Such rhymes are based 

on a two-syllable pattern of stressed/unstressed (e.g., HayKu/pyKu [from 

the Kantemir excerpt] or yBrigqen/o6ugen). Masculine rhymes, in which 

stress falls on the final syllable (e.g., 46M/O2HOM, 111000Bb/KPOBb) were 

avoided by Russian syllabic poets, who in this regard clung tenaciously 

to their Polish models. (Since the Polish language has fixed stress on the 

penultimate syllable [except, of course, in monosyllabic words], masculine 

rhymes are rarely found.) In addition to syllable count and rhyme, each 

line has a word break (called a “caesura”’) between syllables 7 and 8. This 

mandatory pause between words is common in long lines of verse, and 

it often — though by no means necessarily — corresponds to a pause in 
syntax or logic. Just as rhyme marks the end of each line, so the caesura 
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marks the middle. Taken together, these three principles (syllable count, 

rhyme, caesura) served to set the poetic utterance starkly apart from everyday 

language. 
There is no inherent reason why syllabic verse did not become the domi- 

nant verse type in Russia. In the hands of able practitioners, it was extremely 

effective. (Those patient enough to familiarize themselves with the linguis- 

tic archaisms will find that Kantemir’s satires remain amusing even today.) 

However, the historical fact is that, within in a matter of decades, syllabic 

verse ceased to exist in Russia. 
The demise of Russian syllabic verse was the result of the triumph of 

syllabo-tonics. Like syllabic verse, syllabo-tonic poetry was already widely 

used in other countries before it appeared in Russia. Lomonosov, who 

pioneered it, was well acquainted with German models. The essential feature 

of syllabo-tonic poetry is the regular alternation of stressed (accented) and 

unstressed (unaccented) syllables. There are five patterns (“feet”) on which 

syllabo-tonic poetry can be based. In the following examples, a stressed 

syllable (a “strong position”) is indicated by “—”’, an unstressed syllable (a 

“weak position”) by “VU”: 

iambic: U— 

trochaic: — U 

dactylic: = UU 

amphibrachic: U— U 

anapestic: UU 

Lines of syllabo-tonic poetry are created by connecting a number of these 

feet in a row. Iambic and trochaic meters, based on feet of two syllables, 

are called binary, while dactylic, amphibrachic, and anapestic meters (i.e., 

those built on feet of three syllables) are called ternary. Rather than giving 

examples of meters based on each of the five possible feet (all of which we 

will encounter in this book), we will now focus only on iambic tetrameter, 

the most common meter in the history of Russian poetry. According to the 
scheme introduced above, one would expect a four-foot iambic line to look 
like this: 

WE WwiEtwihE ways 

The following excerpt, from Lomonosov’s «BeyépHee pa3mMBimiéHue 0 
boxkuem BesuecrBe Ip cmysae BeMKOrO CéBepHoro cHaAHUD> (“Evening 
Meditation on God’s Greatness on the Occasion of the Great Northern 
Lights”), follows this pattern exactly. Every line contains four stresses (on 
syllables 2,4,6,8), the last of which forms a masculine rhyme (in the pattern 
a-b-a-b). 
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JIuué cBoé cKppipaer 2éHb, 

Towa noKpbiuia MpauHa HO4b, 

Bsoma Ha rOpbl YOpHa TEHb, 

JIlyuv oT Hac CKIOHHIMCb 1pdub. 

(Day hides its face, / Dark night has covered the fields, /A black shadow has risen 

onto the mountains, / The rays of light have turned away from us.) 

In actuality, one very rarely encounters passages that fit the iambic pat- 

tern so perfectly. The Russian language itself resists. In contrast to English 

(or German, the language that directly influenced Lomonosov’s practice), 

Russian lacks secondary stress. This means that no matter how long a word 

is, it will contain only one stress. Accordingly, once Lomonosov decided 

that every second syllable needed to be accented, he had no choice but to 

reject any word of more than three syllables. And even three-syllable words 

had to be limited to those in which the stress fell on the second syllable 

(CKpbIBaeT, MOKpbisla, CKJIOHMIUCb). Lomonosov himself soon recognized 

that iambs of this type severely restricted his creativity. He began to allow 

“pyrrhics” (feet with no stresses) to substitute for iambs. As a result, 1ambics 

came to be defined less by the strong syllables than by the weak ones. It was 

not essential that all even-numbered syllables be stressed, but rather that all 

odd-numbered syllables remain unstressed. 

As an innovator, Lomonsov initially opposed pyrrhic feet because they 

obscured the basic rhythmic pulse so essential to syllabo-tonic verse (and so 

unfamiliar to the Russian ear). However, once Russians became accustomed 

to the alternation of unstressed/stressed syllables, omitted stresses seemed 

quite natural. Standard Russian iambic tetrameter would sound noticeably 

different from Lomonosov’ earliest experiments. 

Jl yxOBHOH 2KA2K 010 TOMEM, 

B myctTbine MpauHoH A BIAUJICA, 

VM mecrukppiibiit cepadum 

Ha mepenyTbe MHE ABIJICA. 

(Tormented by spiritual thirst, / I dragged myself along in a dark desert, / And a 

six-winged seraph / Appeared to me at a crossroads.) 

This passage comes from Pushkin’s «Ipopox» (“The Prophet”). Every 

line is written in iambic tetrameter, yet only one of them has four stresses. 

Instead of the constant alternation of unstressed/stressed in the Lomonosov 

excerpt, we find rich rhythmic variation, no two lines having the identi- 

cal stress pattern. It now becomes important to distinguish between meter 

(the generalized scheme) and rhythm (the actual realization of that scheme 

in a given line). In the Pushkin excerpt, meter and rhythm coincide only 

in the second line. Unlike the early Lomonosov, Pushkin can use four- 

syllable words (tuecTHKpbUIbIii, MepenyTbe) as well as all three-syllable words, 
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regardless of whether they are stressed on the first (Ka2010), second 

(ayx6BHOii), or third (cepadrm) syllables. Once pyrrhic feet are allowed, 

any Russian word can fit into an iambic pattern. Only in the final foot of 

the line are pyrrhic feet unacceptable (a rule that, with very rare exceptions, 

remains constant throughout the history of Russian syllabo-tonic poetry). 

Another change from the Lomonosov example is the presence of an 

unstressed ninth syllable in Pushkin’s second and fourth lines. This is by no 

means Pushkin’s innovation; 1n fact, Lomonosov himself championed it. In 

any case, the essential point is that this additional syllable does not alter the 

meter, but only the rhyme. The rules of versification demand that the last 

strong position in every line be stressed (1.e., the eighth syllable in iambic 

tetrameter), but they do not restrict the number of unstressed syllables that 

follow. The additional syllable in two of Pushkin’s lines results in a more 

varied rhyme scheme. Masculine rhymes alternate with feminine rhymes 

according to the pattern of a~B-a-B (masculine rhymes are conventionally 

designated by small letters, feminine rhymes by capital letters). 

Russian poems sometimes have two unstressed syllables after the rhyming 

syllable, e.g., Aleksandr Blok’s famous «He3Hak6mka» (“The Stranger’): 

Ilo BeuepamM Hay, pecropaHaMu 

Topsaun Bo3zyx WK u Tityx, 

VY npasur OKpnkaMu TbsHBIMH 

Becé€HHHi UM TICTBOPHbIM WyXx. 

(In the evenings above the restaurants / The hot air is wild and thick, / And a malev- 
olent spring spirit / Directs the drunken screams.) 

This poem, like those of Lomonosov and Pushkin, is written in iambic 
tetrameter. The second and fourth lines contain masculine rhymes and there- 
fore have 8 syllables. The first and third lines, however, have 10 syllables, 
but these are not pentameter lines. To have an iambic pentameter line, the 
tenth syllable (final potential stressed syllable) would necessarily be stressed. 
In the present case, the eighth is stressed, but not the tenth, which signals 
the presence of a so-called dactylic rhyme (i.e., the stressed syllable of the 
rhyme is the third to last). 

Already in Lomonosov’s day, pyrrhic feet became a permanent fixture of 
Russian syllabo-tonic poetry. The use of pyrrhics means that stress is not 
completely predictable. We know where it may not fall, but not where it will 
fall. The question thus arises: how does one distinguish the words that receive 
stress from the ones that do not? In general, poetic usage reflects ordinary 
vernacular usage, where lexical parts of speech (nouns, verbs, adjectives, 
adverbs) receive stress, but grammatical elements (prepositions, conjunc- 
tions) do not. Pronouns complicate the picture slightly. The rule of thumb 
for poetic scansion is that a pronoun (or possessive pronoun) is stressed only if 
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it falls on a metrically strong syllable. In the Pushkin line «Ha rleperlyTbe MHé 
aBiiicm (“Appeared to me at a crossroads”), “mmne” receives stress because 
it falls on an even-numbered syllable (even-numbered syllables being strong 
in iambic meters). Had Pushkin written, «H B T6M Cally MHe BApyr sABIIIC®D» 
(“And suddenly appeared to me in that garden”), it would still be a met- 
rically irreproachable iambic line, but the word “mne” would necessarily 
remain unstressed. 

The following Blok poem demonstrates two additional freedoms that 
distinguish the Russian iambic line. 

Houb, yuua, ouaps, anréKa, 

BeccmbicsIeHHbIii H TYCKJIbIM CBET. 

7KUBH elle XOTb YETBEPTh BéKa — 

Bcé Oynet Tax. Ucxoua nér. 

YMpellb — HauHEeWb OATS CHaudsa, 

VW nosropritcs Bcé, Kak BCTApb: 

Hub, JleqaHaa ps0p Kanda, 

Amtéka, yauua, poHaps. 

(Night, a street, a streetlight, a pharmacy, / Senseless and dull light. / Even if you 
live another quarter century —/ Everything will be this way. There is no way out. // If 
you die, you’ll begin again from the start, / And everything will repeat as it did long 

ago: / Night, the icy ripple of a canal, / A pharmacy, a street, a streetlight.) 

Blok’s meter is iambic tetrameter (with rhyme scheme A-b-A-b), but he 

uses great rhythmic variation. In some lines (4,5) all stresses are realized. In 

line 6, the first potential stress is unrealized. In line 2, the second potential 
stress is unrealized. In line 8, the third potential stress is unrealized. 

All of these possibilities are typically found in iambic tetrameter. However, 

the first and seventh lines seem to contradict the rules for iambs, since both 

begin with a stressed syllable. Both are, in fact, acceptable variants in Russian 

iambic verse. The first line begins with a spondee, i.e., a foot with two 

consecutive stresses. (One might conceive of a spondee as the opposite of 

a pyrrhic.) While spondees can in principle occur anywhere in a line, they 

are most frequently found in the first foot of an iamb. The seventh line 

has a stress on the first and fourth syllables. This variant (which, following 

the terminology of Vladimir Nabokov, we will call a “tilt”), is possible in 

Russian iambic lines only when the first syllable is a monosyllabic word. 

Both the spondaic opening and the tilt are relatively rare. As readers (or 

listeners), we should learn to recognize them because they have interpretive 

significance. In the Blok poem, it is not surprising that these striking rhyth- 

mical variations occur in lines that are closely related semantically. In the 

first line, the spondee creates a ponderous effect, as the poet lists a series of 
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visual impressions. In the seventh, the identical first word suggests that we 

are dealing with a recapitulation of the opening statement. The rhythmic 

tilt produces a sudden shift, which is ultimately shown to be yet another 

version of the senseless repetition that is the poem’s theme (a bleak Symbolist 

revisitation of Nietzsche’s concept of “eternal recurrence’). 

It may be helpful to give a few more examples of spondees and tts to 

show how poets take advantage of rhythm to emphasize thematic concerns. 

The following lines come from Pushkin’s famous description of the 1709 

battle of Poltava (from the long poem of that name), which marked the 

turning point in Peter the Great’s decade-long war with Sweden: 

Ilsén, pycckui — KoseT, pyOuT, pexer, 

Bou OapaOaHHbIi, KIMKM, CKpexer, 

[pom nyuiek, TOMOT, pxKAHbe, CTOH, 

VI cmépTb ul af CO BCEX CTOPOH. 

(Swede, Russian — stabs, hacks, slices, / A drumbeat, cries, grinding, / The thunder 

of canons, stamping, neighing, moaning, / And death and hell from all sides.) 

In this iambic tetrameter passage, Pushkin uses numerous poetic means to 

portray the fierce combat between the Swedes and the Russians. One way 

he does this is through a partial breakdown in grammar, where lists of words 

(e.g., nouns in nominative case, third-person singular verbs) replace ordinary 

sentences. Rhythmic virtuosity underscores this chaotic impression. Pushkin 

not only combines two spondeic openings with a tilt, but he fully realizes 

the stresses, in the spondeic lines achieving the rare effect of five stresses 

in a four-foot line. Of course, the function of these rhythmic variations is 

quite different here than in the Blok poem. The spondee «Hous, yauua» 

(“Night, a street”), thanks to the words’ meanings and the larger semantic 

context, makes a ponderous impression, while «lBéa, pyccKuii» (“Swede, 

Russian”), because of the very different semantic coloring of the passage, 

mimics rhythmically the impetuous clash of antagonists in battle. In short, 

a spondee (like a tilt) does not have a fixed meaning. It simply serves as a 

signal, a means of poetic emphasis. It is up to the interpreter to determine 

why the poet chooses to highlight these particular words. 

One final example of an expressive use of rhythm in iambic tetrameter 

can be seen in the laconic first poem of Osip Mandel'shtam’s first book, 
Kamenb (Stone), cited here in its entirety: 

SBYK OCTOPOKHBIM HW Pryxoii 

IInoga, coppasuterocsa c Apésa, 

Cpe HemosuHOro HaméBa 

Diry06kont THUMB eCHOH . . . 
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(A cautious and mute sound / Of a fruit, which has fallen from a tree, / Amid the 
unceasing melody / Of deep forest silence . . .) 

The theme of Mandel'shtam’s poem, the interplay of sound and silence, 
is reinforced and even developed on the level of form. A tilt opens the 
poem, varying the iambic tetrameter before it has even been established, 
The first stress falls on the very first word (“zvuk” — “sound”), thereby 
giving prominence to that single sound that interrupts, as it were, a larger, 
incessant melody. Together with the striking adjective “cautious” (an odd 
description of a sound, but an ordinary description of a person), it invites us 
to understand this sound as an autobiographical statement, a personification 
of the poet himself. (The fact that mention of the fruit itself is delayed until 
the second line encourages the initial uncertainty as to whether the sound 
is human or natural. This is the syntactic effect of enjambment, which we 
have already seen in Tsvetaeva and which we shall discuss in due course.) 
Mandel'shtam introduces himself with extreme rhythmic subtlety, beginning 
his “first” poem with an unexpected stress on a semantically loaded concept. 

This brief examination of iambic tetrameter should suffice to demonstrate 
that syllabo-tonic poetry, while rhythmically predictable to a great extent, 
still leaves room for variation, and that poets take advantage of these rhythmic 
freedoms to draw our attention to certain words. The popularity of syllabo- 

tonic poetry indicates its vitality: it has been the versification of choice for 
Russian poets from the eighteenth century to the present. 

On the other hand, syllabo-tonics do not hold a monopoly on Russian 

poetry. Accentual poetry, another system of versification, appeared sporad- 

ically in the early nineteenth century, and was used with some frequency 

by the beginning of the twentieth century. While it never replaced syllabo- 

tonics (in the way syllabo-tonics had made syllabic verse obsolete), it did offer 

a viable alternative, so that most twentieth-century poets have used both. 

Strict accentual poetry is defined by a constant number of realized stresses 

in each line, with variable intervals between them. If the intervals are only 

one or two syllables, the form is called a «q6mbHUK» (there is no agreed 

upon English equivalent, so we will simply transliterate it as “dol'nik”), 

essentially a compromise between syllabo-tonic verse and purely accentual 

verse. The following excerpt, from the beginning of an untitled Blok poem, 

demonstrates how regular a “dol'nik” can be: 

Kppuibyo Eé, cnoBHo manepTb. 

Bxoxky — HW cTHXaeT rpo3a. 

Ha cromé — y30pHas cKaTepTe. 

ITputravuimeb B yriy oOpa3a. 
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Ha muué Eé — HOKHDIN PyMsAHeLL, 

Tuna o3apéHHbix TeHeH. 

B aymé — kpyxKauniica TaHel 

Monix yieTéBuinx HEM. 

(Her porch is like that of a church. / I enter and the storm quiets down. / On the 

table is a patterned tablecloth. / The icons have hidden themselves in the corner. I 

On Her face there is a tender blush, / The silence of illuminated shadows. / In [her] 

soul is a twirling dance / Of my days that have flown away.) 

Line 2 can be scanned as amphibrachic trimeter (stresses on syllables 2,5,8) 

and lines 4 and 6 as anapestic trimeter (stresses on syllables 3,6, and 9). By 

omitting the stress on the pronoun, one could also read line 5 as anapestic 

trimeter. However, none of the other lines fits this or any other syllabo- 

tonic pattern, because the unstressed intervals vary between one and two 

syllables; line 3 would scan unambiguously as: VU U~U+U UY, line 7 

as wtu—y wouyline Bias u— uv uw, (Line 1 could beiread just as 

line 7, though there is some uncertainty here because of the pronoun. In 

any case, it cannot be scanned as a syllabo-tonic line.) In short, when there 

is no longer complete predictability of where the unstressed syllables occur, 

we have crossed over from syllabo-tonic to accentual verse. “Dol'nik”’ is 

the transitional form, and one often finds individual lines in it that scan as 

syllabo-tonics. A further element of “dol'nik” verse (and accentual verse in 

general) that resembles much Russian syllabo-tonic poetry is its consistent 

rhyme scheme, which lends a high degree of predictability to the end of 

each line. The excerpt above uses the common A-b-A-b pattern. 

The opening of Mayakovsky’s «O6maKo B mranax» (“A Cloud in 

Trousers”) demonstrates a less predictable type of accentual verse. Here the 

unstressed intervals vary widely, leaving the reader (or listener) little sense 

of where the next stress will appear: 

Batty MBICIIb, 

MeUTAIOILYIO Ha pa3MsATYeCHHOM MOSBTY, 

Kak BbDKMpeBLIHH Wake Ha 3acayIe@HHOM KYLUETKe, 

OyAy [pasHiTb OO OKpOBABIJICHHbIM CepAMa JOCKYT; 

TOCbITa H3bU3LeBalocb, HAXAIbHBIM H EXKHIt. 

(Your thought, / which dreams away on a softened brain, / like a servant run to fat on 

a greasy cot, / I will tease against the bloodied rag of my heart, / I, nasty and caustic, 

will sate myself in mockery.) 

For purposes of scansion, it should be noted that the first two lines of 

verse shown above are actually one line. Mayakovsky’s liberties in graphic 

layout need not detain us here; suffice it to say that the a-B-a-B rhyme 
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scheme (Mo3ry/OCKYT, KyWéTKe/égKuit) indicates the actual structure of 
the passage more accurately than the graphic presentation (which is used to 
highlight the peculiar syntax and thus underscore the theme). To understand 
the accentual principles at work here, it will be useful to break down each 
line: 

(= graphic lines 1 and 2): 15 syllables, stress on 3,5,12,15 
(= graphic line 3): 15 syllables, stress on 2,7,11,14 

line 3 (= graphic line 4): 14 syllables, stress on 4,8,11,14 
(= graphic line 5): 14 syllables, stress on 1,7,10,13 

Each line has four stresses, but beyond the rhymes at the end of the line, 
the placement of the stresses do not form a pattern. It might be tempting to 
see this rhythmic confusion as a reflection of the poem’s theme (the poet’s 
mockery of his audience), but that is unlikely. Mayakovsky uses accentual 
meters frequently, and his themes vary widely. Moreover, accentual meters 
can be found in any number of more tradition-conscious poets (Joseph 
Brodsky, for example), where they are applied to an even wider range of 
genre and subject matter. 

Not all examples of accentual verse will retain even a consistent number 
of stresses per line. However, all will rhyme according to a predictable (i.e., 
recurring) scheme. If even this minimal requirement of accentual verse is 
removed, the result is free verse, exemplified in the following passage from 
Nina Iskrenko’s «J pyras »éuuquHa» (“Another Woman”): 

Koraa MHe HeEBMOUb 

TlepecusIMTb Oey 

Kora y MeHa OeccOHHHa 

HW Webi OAK TpxA3HOrO OebsA 

Korga 4 

llyTaro leTen 

C THHO34BpaMul 

a OarompusaATHoe pacnosO*KeHHe CBeETHI Ha HéGe 

MIPHHMMAr0 3a TIPOCTY!O JIKOOE3HOCTh 

Kora 6e3 

YyéTBeEPpTH BOCEMb MHE yxKe Tropa 

MW 6e3 YETBEPTH JEBATb MHE yxKe nopa 

v Oe3 YETBEPTH OAMHHATMaTb MHe 

yxke mlopa 

H m0 paauo 

TOBOPAT BCAKMe HexOpoue BEIM 

Kora Teme:OH HaKOHEL OTKIHOUAeTCA 

MOTOMY YTO OGJIbUIe yxKe HE MO*KET 

a MbICJICHHO TpeJ{CTaBJICHHBIM KYCOK MacyIa 
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He MAxKeTCA Ha BOOOpaxKaeMbIi x66 

i BIOOABOK B TEMHOTE Cpe HOU A HATbIKAIOCh Ha 

BEJIOCHIEL B KOPHLOpe 

(When I am powerless / to overcome misfortune / when I have insomnia / and a 

whole container of dirty laundry / when I / confuse my children / with dinosaurs / 

and I take as a simply courtesy / the favorable position of stars in the sky / when at / 

quarter of eight it’s time for me [to go] / when at quarter of nine it’s time for me 

[to go] / when at quarter to eleven / it’s time / for me [to go] / and on the radio / 

they are saying all sorts of bad things / when the telephone cuts off / because it can’t 

bear it any more / and the piece of butter pictured in my mind / won’t spread on 

the imagined bread / and in addition in the darkness in the middle of night I smack 

myself against / a bicycle in the corridor) 

A Russian of Iskrenko’s generation would immediately recognize the 

first two lines as a citation from «MomHéunpmi Tpomméii6yc» (“Midnight 

Trolley”), a famous song of the bard Bulat Okudzhava. It is significant that 

Iskrenko’s polemic response to Okudzhava is not simply semantic (a feminist 

revision ofa masculine pose), but is also reflected in verse form. Okudzhava’s 

poem is written in amphibrachs, which Iskrenko initially retains by begin- 

ning her poem with a direct quotation (strictly speaking, she already breaks 

the amphibrachs by splitting a single line of Okudzhava’s poem into two 

lines of her own). But as soon as the citation ends, all semblance of syllabo- 

tonics disappears. By line 3, there is no discernable pattern of stressed and 

unstressed syllables. Intervals between stressed syllables range from as few 

as zero (“bak griaznogo” in line 4) to six (“mazhetsia na voobrazhaemyi” 

in the third line from the end). The passage cannot qualify as accentual 

verse not only because the number of stresses in each line varies widely and 

unpredictably, but because there is no rhyme. (In the Mayakovsky excerpt, 

the rhyme scheme encouraged us to combine the initial short line with the 

second line, but since Iskrenko dispenses with rhyme altogether, there is lit- 

tle reason to combine the short lines. Even were we to do so, no consistent 

rhythmic pattern would emerge.) 

The absence of all of these organizing features indicates that we have 

entered the realm of free verse. Until quite recently, free verse has played 

a marginal role in Russian poetry, and we will therefore not consider it 

in this book. However, it should be emphasized that free verse does not 

reject poetic structure per se, but only the traditional organizing principles 

of rhythm and rhyme. In the Iskrenko excerpt, one immediately notes the 

insistent repetitions of whole words (“kogda” at the start of many lines, 

“pora” at the end), which create certain patterns and even expectations. 

Iskrenko also plays on sounds (e.g., “bedu, bessonnitsa, bel'ia” at the ends 

of lines 2-4, “pora’” and “po radio” in lines 14-15) and carefully considers 
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the structure of individual lines, taking advantage of the natural pauses at 
the end of each line to create anticipation (e.g., “kogda bez / chetverti,” 
where the reader expects an object after “bez” [e.g., “nadezhdy” — “hope”], 
rather than a time expression). In short, free verse is still a form of poetry, 
but it removes the traditional constraints and replaces them with new 
ones. 

Free verse (i.e., without rhyme and meter) should not be confused with 
blank verse (i.e., without rhyme, but with meter). Blank verse was already 
used by Russian poets in the eighteenth century in imitations of antiquity 
(since rhyme did not exist in ancient Greek or Latin poetry) and, begin- 
ning 1n the nineteenth century, in drama (following Shakespeare’s example), 
lyric meditations, and some imitations of folklore. The term blank verse is 
sometimes restricted to mean only unrhymed iambic pentameter, its most 
common incarnation: 

Ejé oH, mocnéqHee cKa3dHbe — 

Vs néromucs oK6HyeHa MO‘, 

WcnomHeH Our, 3aBémlaHHblii or bora 

Mue, rpémmHomy. Hegapom mHornx séT 

Cpnyétenem Tocnoab Mena nocraBu 

VM KHiWKHOMY HCKyCcTBY Bpa3yMMiJI. 

(from Pushkin’s drama «Bopric Pogyués» [“Boris Godunov”]) 

(Just one last tale —/ And my manuscript is finished, / My duty is fulfilled, [which 

was] bequeathed by God / To me, the sinner. Not in vain for many years / Did the 

Lord place me as a witness / And teach me the art of books.) 

Bot XOJIM JIeCcHcTbIi, Ha KOTOpbIM 4acTO 

Al CYWDKUBas HEXBYOKMM — H PyiAayesl 

Ha 63epo, BOCIIOMHHAA C PpyCTbIO 

VWupie Oepera, HHbIe BOJHBI. 

(from Pushkin’s poem « .. . BHOBb 4 MoceTii [“. . . Again I visited”]) 

(There is the wooded hill, above which frequently / I would sit motionless — and 

look / At the lake, remembering with sadness / Other shores, other waves.) 

Why do these two passages sound so different, despite their being written 

in the same meter? In the absence of rhyme, the caesura plays an especially 

prominent role. In the first example, a caesura comes after the second foot, 

lending a measured, formal quality to the utterance. The second example, 

much more conversational in style, dispenses with caesura. (The fact that 

two of the four lines have a word break after the second foot is immaterial; a 
caesura must fall in the identical position in every line.) Pushkin’s early work 

in blank verse always contains the caesura; he clearly felt the need for an 
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ordering principle that could offset the absence of rhyme. Only when he 

became accustomed to the form was he willing to relinquish the caesura. 

Rhyme 

Blank verse (and free verse) notwithstanding, rhyme has been a crucial ele- 

ment in Russian versification from the eighteenth century to the present 

day. We have already introduced the three main types of rhyme: masculine 

(stress on the final syllable, e.g., caa/mMMOHA, 16M/0{HOM), feminine (stress 

on the penultimate syllable, e.g., caja/ammonaga, BOmA/1614), and dactylic 

(stress on the third syllable from the end, e.g., MrHOBeHHOrO/TWICHHOTO, 

e/IMIHCTBEHHBIi/TaMHCTBeHHbI). This last type, acknowledged but rarely 

used in the eighteenth century, became popular in the Romantic period 

in imitations of folklore. (Russian folk poetry was generally unrhymed, but 

had frequent dactylic line endings.) 

Two details should be mentioned lest they cause confusion. Russian 

rhyme demands an adjacent stressed vowel and consonant. For this reason, 

it would be incorrect to label kHwra/ciipMa a rhyme (though the words 

are linked by sound, as we shall see in the next chapter). On the other 
hand, sog6H/rycréit form a completely acceptable rhyme, because the «i» 

is a consonant (linguists call this a “glide” and refer to it as “j” or “jot’). 
It is essential to remember that sound is more important than spelling in 

determining rhyme. Russian has only five basic vowel sounds, but they are 

written ten ways (a/s, 0/é, u/bI, 9/e, y/10). For this reason, pure rhymes 

may be spelled with different forms of the same “vowel pair,” e.g., 1€r/HOr, 

ObrOT/MIpHHecyT, OOMN/Opi (even though English speakers are apt to per- 

ceive «HM» and «bp as different vowel sounds). Likewise, paired consonants 

(a/T, 3/c, 6/n, B/, P/K, */m) can be rhymed with each other as long as they 

are both devoiced, e.g., utyMaT/caa, NoTepsB/rpad, yemoBeK/cHer. In femi- 

nine rhymes, poets often allow some freedom in the exactitude of the syllable 

that follows the rhyme. Even Pushkin, who was unusually strict in his usage, 

allowed feminine rhymes like qy6pd6ax/cypoé6oix and xOuewb/mMpopoduiu 

(in this last case, the words are phonetically identical — only the spelling 

differs). 

Since its introduction to Russian poetry, rhyme has undergone radical 

change. Most twentieth-century poets would reject the rhyming practice of 

their eighteenth-century counterparts in favor of rhymes that those earlier 

poets would themselves have rejected. The following examples (all taken 

from Lomonosov’s version of the first psalm, which he translated at some 

point between 1743 and 1751) are typical of his time: x6quT/mpuBognt, 

CTyMaTb/3aceqaTbh, MOcnéMHbI/TpeuHb!, Bemax/mpax. Such rhymes are 
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called “exact” (or “pure”). They not only contain the identical stressed 
vowel/consonant combination, but they coincide completely in all letters 
that follow the rhyming syllable. Another essential feature of these rhymes 
is that they are grammatical: verbs rhyme with verbs, nouns rhyme with 
nouns. With one exception, they simply match morphological endings, a 
task which — truth be told — does not require great ingenuity. (A first-year 
student of Russian could easily come up with any number of rhymes for, 
Say, YHMTACLIb: MOHMMAelIb, 3HAeIb, U3BUHACLIb, etc.) 

A comparison of these rhymes to those of Mayakovsky (see the excerpt 
cited above) or Joseph Brodsky shows clearly the enormous changes that 
occurred. The following pairs, from Brodsky’s cycle «acts pean» (“A Part 
of Speech”), typify the rhyming practice found in much twentieth-century 
Russian poetry: HeBaxKHO/He Ball HO, rOpy C/rdsoc, ¢ MbIca/cMbicsa, e1BA 
mM/mogBane, OAne/3yOamu. While Brodsky by no means dispenses with 
grammatical rhyme, he limits it severely. Rhymes based on morphological 
endings, so frequent in Lomonosoy, almost never appear in Brodsky. Instead, 
one finds frequent use of approximate rhymes (which still have the minimal 
requirement of adjacent stressed vowel and consonant, but play very freely 

with the sequence of vowels and consonants that follow). This does not mean 

that Brodsky’s rhyme is necessarily better than Lomonosov’, but merely that 

its type and function has changed. When the first Russian poets introduced 
rhyme in the eighteenth century, they were seeking nothing more than 

a euphony that would highlight the end of the line. Rhyme itself was a 
novelty, and exact rhyme was prized for its very obviousness. Freer rhyming 

practice became possible only after exact rhyme had been established and 

accepted. Once the reader/listener anticipated it, the need — and freedom — 

to experiment arose. 

It would be incorrect to suggest that the path from Lomonosov to 

Mayakovsky and Brodsky was a gradual move from strict rhyme to approxi- 

mate rhyme (or from uninteresting to interesting ones). Derzhavin’s rhymes 

were far more approximate than Pushkin’s. The main test of good rhyme 

is not simply whether it succeeds in linking two lines aurally, but whether 

it creates a meaningful connection between them. Pushkin placed severe 

constraints on himself in terms of exact rhyme, yet he demonstrated great 

ingenuity within these constraints. 

He mau MHe bor covitic yma; —- God forbid that I go mad; 

Het, mérue m6cox u cymMa. No, better the staff and the bag. 

A 4T6 Ke WéaeT cylpyra But what does a wife do 

OqHa, B oTcyTcTBHe cympyra? _—- Alone, in the absence of her husband? 

These two excerpts are based on homonymic rhyme, identity of sound. Both 

use grammatical rhyme (in the sense that nouns rhyme with nouns), yet both 
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contain an element of surprise. The first, the opening of an untitled poem 

of the utmost gravity, sets madness (in the fixed expression «colt ¢ ya») 

against homelessness («cyMa» being the traditional attribute of the wanderer), 

which is clearly deemed preferable. The second, from the comic «pap 

Hysme» (“Count Null”) functions by showing how absolute identity (of 

sound and spelling) is illusory: the two “identical” words are in fact opposed 

(“wife” in nominative singular, “husband” in the genitive singular). This 

rhyme introduces the work’s basic constellation of characters and theme: 

solitary wife and absent husband. 

Stanza 

Poets often chuose to organize their poems into what might be called verse 

paragraphs. When each paragraph contains the same number of lines and 

an identical rhyme scheme (or with minor variation thereof), it 1s called 

a stanza. The most common stanza consists of four lines (the “quatrain”), 

but virtually any number of lines is possible. A stanza ordinarily stands as a 

complete unit, both syntactically and logically. It generally ends with a full 

stop (period, exclamation point, or question mark), a signal that the thought 

has been completed. (Some poets — Tsvetaeva and Brodsky, for instance — 

often disregard this convention, but they do so not out of ignorance, but as 

a conscious violation of a self-imposed boundary.) Sometimes stanzas build 

logically on one another, like chapters in a story or links of a chain. At other 

times, they may be used to highlight a series of parallels or even digressions, 

in which case certain stanzas could be removed without anyone necessarily 

noticing their absence. Whatever the function, the stanza serves as another 

means of organizing verse language. If rhyme is primarily aural, the stanza 

is largely visual. A listener may hear the recurring rhyme scheme and sense 

the stanzaic breaks, but there can be no certainty that the poet has actually 

written them as stanzas until one sees that they are set off graphically (marked 
by a skipped line between stanzas). 

Tiutchev’s «eb u Houp» (“Day and Night”), quoted in its entirety 

below, can illustrate the function of a stanza. 

Ha Mp TavHCTBeHHBIM LyXOB, 

Haz sTon 6é3qHOM Oe3bIMAHHO!, 

Iloxpos HaOpouteH 37aTOTKAHHBIIt 

BrcoKon Bose Gores. 

J{¢Hb — ceili OUCTATebHBIM MOKPOB 

JéHb, 3eMHOPOTHBIX O7*KUBIIEHbE, 

Jlyuim Oonsmnen ucieméHbe, 

JIpyr uenoneKos u Gords! 
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Ho MépkuerT 7éHb — Hacrasa HOU; 

IIpuniia — uc Muipa poKoB6ro 

Tkdanb OnaroqaTHyto MOKpOBa, 

Copsas, oTOpacbiBaeT 1poub .. . 

VW 663Ha HAM OOHaxKeHA 

C cBoMMH crpaxaMu HM MridMn, 

VM Hert iperpagy Mex éf u HAMH — 

Bor oTuero HaM HOuUb cTpalliHa. 

(Onto the mysterious world of spirits, / Above this nameless abyss, / A veil woven 

of gold is thrown / By the lofty will of the gods. / Day is this shining veil / Day, the 

animation of the earthborn, / The healing of the ailing soul, / The friend of men 

and gods! // But day darkens — night has fallen. / It has come — and from the fateful 

world / Having torn off the beneficent cloth of the veil, / It casts it away... / And the 

abyss is exposed to us / With its fears and mists / And there are no barriers between 

us and it —/ This is why we fear the night.) 

The poem consists of two eight-line stanzas. As we should expect, the meter 

(iambic tetrameter) remains constant throughout. There is a slight variation 

in the rhyme scheme. Each stanza consists of two four-line units (marked 

by punctuation and syntax), in which the masculine rhymes surround the 

feminine rhymes. The difference is that the first stanza employs the same 

masculine rhyme in lines 1,4,5,8, while the second stanza uses two different 

masculine rhymes. 

The title simply introduces day and night, but the poem itself contrasts 

them, devoting the first stanza to day and the second to night. The fact 

that the second stanza begins with the word «Ho» (“But”) marks this con- 

trast explicitly. Other shifts contribute to this opposition: the first stanza 

is written exclusively as third-person narration, while the second switches 

midway, unexpectedly introducing the first person plural. The first stanza 1s 

essentially a song of praise, while the second becomes an admission of fear. 

These juxtapositions are enhanced by an opposition dormant in the Rus- 

sian language: “den'” is masculine, while “noch'” is feminine. Grammatical 

gender, ordinarily a fact of Russian language without special significance 

(i.e., there is nothing inherently feminine about a “tetrad'” or masculine 

about “bloknot,” though both refer to notebooks), becomes in this poem 
another means of creating contrast. All Slavic, Germanic, and Romance 

languages have masculine day and feminine night, yet only poets (as against 

ordinary native speakers) are apt to consider this opposition semantically 

significant. Tiutchev even uses different rhythmic and aural techniques to 

set apart his two crucial concepts. In the first stanza, he accentuates the word 

“den'” by placing it in tilts in the initial position of two consecutive lines. 

As if in balance, the word “noch'” appears twice in the second stanza, in 

the first and final lines. If “day” occurs in the central lines of the stanza, 
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night is found at the extremes. If “day” is always found at the start of the 

line, “night” comes towards the end. The first time it occupies the rhyming 

position as the last word of the line, always a position of prominence. (In the 

first line of the second stanza, day yields to night in the very literal sense, 

with the word “den'” occurring on the second foot and “noch'” on the 

fourth.) The final time “night” appears is as the penultimate word of the 

final line, where it echoes the “‘noch'/proch'” rhyme of lines one and four 

and builds on the sounds that immediately precede it: “Vot otchego nam 

noch'”. Tiutchev carefully weaves both key concepts into the sound texture 

of the poem, but he does so differently in each stanza. 

In short, the stanzaic structure underlines in numerous ways the poem’s 

theme. In order to create a contrast, Tiutchev sets two stanzas against each 

other and activates numerous linguistic qualities that would, in ordinary 

speech or prose, pass unnoticed: rhythm, grammatical gender, the posi- 

tion of words in a line. The first stanza, apparently a celebration of day, is 

essentially undone by the second. Ultimately night takes priority, ripping 

asunder day’s superficial cover and forcing us to confront the abyss that lurks 

beneath. 

Certain stanzaic forms are invented for a specific work and rarely, if ever, 

used again. Pushkin devised the Onegin stanza for his novel in verse Eugene 

Onegin, and all subsequent poets who used the form consciously emulated 

his work in one way or another. Other fixed stanzaic forms have longer and 

more complicated histories. The sonnet, for example, a fourteen-line poem 

that originated in thirteenth-century Italy, has been accepted —and adapted — 

by innumerable poets. As a result, there is no single “correct” sonnet form, 

but a number of possible models. With few exceptions, though, a sonnet 
consists of two logically enclosed quatrains followed by two tercets (groups 
of three lines) that develop the theme raised in the quatrains. 

Russian sonnet writing reached a fevered pitch in the Symbolist period, 

and Vyacheslav Ivanov’s «JIio60Bb» (“Love”’) displays a mastery of the form. 

Mb! — 134 rpo30lt 3a2%kKKeHHbIe CTBOIA, 

J[Ba mu1aMeHu MOMYHOUHOTO Odpa; 

Mb! — 434 B HOUM JeTAIIMX MeTeOpa, 

OHO cyabObi AByxKAsaad cTpema. 

Mobi — 4Ba KOHA, Ub ep xKUT yoda 

Ona pyka, — O4HA s3BMT UX WMOpa; 

J[Ba Oka MbI CMHCTBEHHOTO B30pa, 

Meurpi OHO (Ba TpéneTHbIX Kpbura. 

Mb! — 2Byx TeHeit ckop6suasa ueTd 

Hay Mpdmopom 6OoécTrBeHHoro rpd6a, 

[ae apésuasa ouvert Kpacora. 



Versification: how to do things with words 58 

E{MHbIX TAMH JIBYrIacHble ycra, 

Ceoé camum MbI CibvHKe eXMHBI 60a. 

Mb! — 2Bé pyKii eAMHOrO KpecTa. 

(We are two tree-trunks burned in a thunderstorm / Two flames in a midnight forest; / 

We are two meteors that fly at night, / A two-pointed arrow of one fate. // We are 

two steeds, whose bridle is held / By one hand, — one spur pricks them; / We are two 

eyes of a single gaze, / Two quivering wings of one dream. // We are a grieving pair of 

two shadows / Above the marble of a divine coffin, / Where ancient Beauty rests. / 

Two-voiced lips of single mysteries, / We both are a single sphinx for each other. / 

We are two arms of a single cross.) 

Part of the sonnet’s appeal lies in its difficulty. Ordinarily, rhymes come 

in pairs. In the sonnet, however, the first eight lines (the octet) are based 

on only two rhymes, a test of the poet’s resourcefulness. The final six lines 

(the sestet) are generally composed of three different rhymes, though Ivanov 

here adds an additional challenge by rhyming four of the lines on “-ta.” (It 

is conceivable that he viewed the rhymes on “-ta” and “‘-sta” as distinct 

and thus is using the canonical three-rhyme sestet.) Ivanov writes “Love” 

in iambic pentameter, the standard meter of Russian sonnets, placing an 

additional constraint on himself by including a caesura after the second 

foot. 
The sonnet brings with it structural as well as strictly formal expectations. 

It introduces an idea in the initial quatrain, varies, develops or otherwise 

complicates it in the second, and synthesizes the two quatrains in the con- 

cluding sestet. The ninth line is a particularly important landmark, often 

(though not in this particular sonnet) beginning with a contrastive word, 

e.g., «Ho» (“But”). Each of these three sections is set off graphically (the 

skipped line) as well as by syntax and punctuation. The graphic break after 

line 11 is the only one that need not correspond to a logical break, though 

Ivanov does make a full stop in this poem. While the sonnet can in prin- 

ciple treat any subject, certain themes recur with particular frequency. The 

love sonnet goes back to the very origins of the form (Petrarch’s sonnets to 

Laura), and Ivanov builds on this tradition. 

On first glance, it may seem that Ivanov’s poem has little development, 

that it simply presents a set of variations on the theme of love as a unifying 

force that combines two discreet things into one. This theme has its source 

in eastern (Arabic) verse; in Russian poetry one finds direct echoes of it 

in Pushkin and Fet (in works that Ivanov would certainly have known). 

Through careful patterning, Ivanov makes this inherited theme very much 

his own. The opening quatrain relies entirely on inanimate images, drawn 

with one exception (line 4) from nature. These images are elemental and 

powerful, yet, it would seem, of brief duration (in this regard the “arrow” 

of the fourth line is fully in keeping with the spirit of the other imagery). 
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The second quatrain shifts to the animate world, with the emphasis again 

on motion, speed, and — implicitly — impermanence. The ninth line, while 

structurally parallel to many of the preceding statements, marks a decisive 

break. The ubiquitous motion of the octet yields to an image of stasis, as a 

couple grieves at the grave of an ancient divinity. This image of antiquity 1s 

then developed in the reference to the sphinx (ancient mythology) and its 

riddle. In the final line, Ivanov moves to an explicitly Christian image, with 

its implication of resurrection. The quatrains thus combine the spheres of 

the natural, the animal, and the human world, while the tercets supply a 

mythological foundation, merging Greek and Christian traditions. Ivanov 

thereby traces the development of love from passion to Passion, from an 

impulsive spark of flame to a permanence beyond death. All of this is done 

by careful adherence to the norms of the sonnet, which has itself been 

through the ages a favored medium for love poetry. 



Chapter 2 

Poetic language 

T1610 cu6BO HOO6BE, ThI mpaBa. 

A TpuayMato KIMUKY WHY. 

JI TeOA 1 BECb MMP, BCe CIOBA, 

Ec xouelltb, MepeuMenHyto. 

IlacrepHak, «be3 Ha3BadHHu» 

You are right, the word ‘love’ is banal. 

I will think up another term. 

For you, if you like, 

T’ll rename the whole world, all the words. 

Pasternak, “Without a Name” 

In poetry, as in any other kind of speech, our specific words reveal an enor- 

mous amount about us. All languages are rich enough to offer multiple ways 

of expressing the same sentiment. The poet, it has been claimed, chooses 

“the best words in the best order.” But what are the “best words”? Since 
there is no litmus test to determine whether a given word is worthy or 

unworthy, poets must determine for themselves what vocabulary is appro- 

priate for what work. The results vary widely, depending on the era, the 

genre, and the personal taste of the individual. 

Lexicon 

With the advent of secular poetry in Russia, the need for a distinct poetic 

language became imperative. One of Lomonosov’s seminal ideas was to 

apply the classical notion of three styles (high, middle, low) to the Russian 

literary language. Since Lomonosov felt that poetic language should be 

maximally differentiated from spoken language, he gave pride of place to 

the high style, which was based on words borrowed from Church Slavonic 

(the Russian recension of Old Church Slavonic, a written language devised 

in the ninth century in order to translate liturgical texts from Greek). By 

Lomonosov’s day, Church Slavonic was already distant from the Russian 

vernacular, but nonetheless comprehensible to the educated public, who 

encountered it in church and scripture. Distant yet understandable, with 

35 



36 Russian poetry 

powerful religious/historical associations, this language served Lomonosov’s 

purposes well. After all, serious poetry was meant to commemorate ele- 

vated subjects, and Russian poets thus had at their disposal a ready-made 

vocabulary for panegyric genres. 

Reading Lomonosov today, we are struck by the archaic quality of his 

diction. It is worth remembering that, even in his own time, this language 

would not have sounded “natural.” The opening lines of his ode on the 

occasion of Catherine’s ascension to the throne (1762) display a number of 

his lexical preferences: 

BuHemimnte Bce mpenzémpi cpéta_ _—- Hearken, all ends of the earth 

VW Bégante, 4To MOxeT bor! And know what God can do! 

Bockpécaia HAM Esmmcaséta: Our Elizabeth has risen: 

JIMKYeT I€pKOBb UM YepTOr. Church and court rejoice. 

This passage (and the rest of this lengthy work, for that matter) flaunts 

the high stylistic register. In addition to direct borrowings from religious 

discourse (“Bog” [God], “voskresla”’ [is risen]), Lomonosov creates a dis- 

tinctively poetic diction by using “vnemlite” in place of the colloquial 

“slushaite” (hear), ““vedaite” instead of “znaite” (know), “likuet” rather than 

“raduetsia” (rejoice). 

Lomonosov’s powerful example set the tone for subsequent eighteenth- 

century poets. Toward the end of the century, Derzhavin began to move 

away from Lomonosov’s injunctions, but one can still detect their influ- 

ence. In one of the great works of his last years, the 1807 verse epistle 

«EBréHuio. 7KY3Hb 3BaHCKa® (“To Eugene: Life at Zvanka’’), Derzhavin 

devotes numerous stanzas to the joys of simple country life (a theme alien 
to Lomonosov’s poetic world): 

Tlacrymbero BOsIM3i BHUMAIO pora 36B, 

Baan TeTepeBeli rilyxoe TOKOBAHEE, 

BapalikoB B BO3/,yxe, B KYCTAX CBHCT COJIOBbEB, 

PéB KpaB, PpOM XKOJIH H KOHeli pKAHbe. 

([hearken to the summons of the shepherd’s horn nearby, / To the muted mating call 
of the black grouses in the distance, / To the whistle of the nightingales in the bushes, 
[like] lambs in the air / To the bellowing of cows, the thunder of woodpeckers and 
the neighing of horses.) 

Derzhavin uses a simple lexicon to depict the bucolic life on his estate. For 
a poet of this time, he is remarkably specific, not only in explicitly naming 
animals and birds, but even adding local color through the word “zholna” (a 
distinct type of woodpecker; the general Russian word is ~diatel”). Yetahe 
entire passage is governed by the distinctly literary verb “vnimaiu” (“hearken 
to”). Moreover, Derzhavin produces a jarring effect when he rejects 
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“korov” — the standard genitive plural of “cows” — in favor of the Church 

Slavonic “krav.” These two words are identical in meaning, but worlds 

apart in terms of stylistic resonance. (For a more familiar example, com- 

pare “gorod” and “grad.” Both mean “city,” but the former is standard 

Russian, while the latter is an archaism found only in special contexts, e.g., 

Leningrad.) The distinction has played a crucial role in the history of the 

Russian language and in the poetic tradition. “Korév” (like “g6érod”) is 

typical of modern Russian, with its predilection for “polnoglasie” (the “full 

vowel” variant, technically termed “pleophony”). “Krav” (like “grad’’) is a 

Church Slavonicism, an archaic, high-style form, which Derzhavin — unlike 

Lomonosov — places in a mundane context. Derzhavin presumably chose 

this variant not because of its high stylistic register, but because it fit in 

with the thick consonantal texture of the line (which describes — and even 

mimics — animal noises). In any case, Derzhavin’s conscious decision to avoid 

“polnoglasie” demonstrates his allegiance to Lomonosov’s basic principles 

(for more on these, see the discussion of the ode in Chapter Four). 

Karamzin broke decisively with Lomonosov in theory and practice. His 

heirs, the nineteenth-century elegists, created a new poetic ideal, the “lan- 

guage of polite society.” The church-slavonicisms that so dominated the 

eighteenth century were now felt to be bombastic and appeared only in 
works that required a religious or elevated tone (e.g., Pushkin’s «ITpopox» 

(“The Prophet”, cited in Chapter One and discussed later in this chapter). 

Instead, a French-influenced poetic idiom took shape. It would be a mis- 

take to confuse this new lexicon with the vernacular, for it relied heavily 

on Gallicisms (direct translations from the French which sounded artificial 

in everyday Russian), periphrastic expressions, and mythological allusions. 

Nonetheless, this poetic language was much closer to the spoken language, 

albeit one spoken only by a highly literate segment of the populace. 

Batiushkov’s poetry epitomized the new style, as this excerpt from 

«Bpr3qopoBméHne» (“Convalescence”) demonstrates: 

Kak JAHbILI NOL Cepm6M yONMCTBeHHBIM %*KHeIla 

CkJIOHSeT POJIOBY H BAHET, 

Tak 1B Ooné3Hn *K 14s Ge3BpeMeHHO KOHUA 

Vs aymans: Tlapxu aac nacraner. 

Yx«K Ou NOKppIBal Dpéba Mpak rycToH, 

Yx cépaue MéaeHHee ONIOCb: 

SI Bays, UCUe341, M 2KU3HH MOJONON, 

Ka3dnocb, COMHUe 3aKATHJIOC. 

(Just as a lily of the valley under the murderous sickle of the reaper / Bends its head 

and fades, / So I in my illness awaited a premature end / And I thought: Fate’s hour is 

coming. / Erebus’ thick darkness had already closed my eyes, / My heart was already 
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beating slower: / I was fading, disappearing, and it seemed that the sun / Of my 

young life had set.) 

One is struck by the mythological references and the rather complicated 

means by which a single idea (illness) is expressed. The passage begins with a 

comparison of the ailing speaker to a lily of the valley — presumably growing 

amid the grain — about to be cut down by the harvester’s sickle. (Pushkin 

would later note the inaccuracy of this comparison in the margins of his 

own Batiushkov edition — a lily grows in the meadow, hence it would 

be cut by scythe. Such precision was clearly unimportant to Batiushkov.) 

Batiuskov’s specific word choices are striking: he assiduously avoids the key 

word “smert'” (“death”), choosing instead euphemisms (forms of the verb 

“to fade”) and imagery (closing eyes, setting sun). He also incorporates two 

references to Greek mythology. 

One of Pushkin’s major contributions to Russian poetry was to revise 

Batiushkov’s language by stripping away the periphrastic qualities and intro- 

ducing words and phrases that were genuinely colloquial. 

Ilopa, Moi apyr, mopa! mokoa cépaue mpocut — 

JletaT 3a THAMM THU, HW KAK ALBIN 4ac YHOCHT 

YacriuKy ObiITHs, a MbI C TOOOH BABOEM 

IIpeqnomardaem 2*xViTB... HW rab — kak pa3 — yMpém. 

(It’s time, my friend, it’s ttme! The heart asks for peace —/ Days fly after days, and 

each hour takes away / A small part of existence, but you and I together / Propose 

to live... And before you look, we’ll up and die.) 

Pushkin’s theme — the brevity of life — could hardly be more traditional, yet 

it is expressed with remarkable directness. Rather than resorting to convo- 

luted synonyms and paraphrases for death, Pushkin uses the standard Russian 

verb “umeret'.” The mythological allusions are absent, as is the comparison 

to a flower. In general, Pushkin’s vocabulary is strikingly simple, at times 

even conversational. Idiomatic expressions like “gliad'” and “kak raz” might 
have been used in earlier poetry, but only in “low” genres such as comedy 
or fable. Such words would have been unthinkable in a Batiushkov elegy, 
not to mention a Lomonosov ode. Yet they do not strike us here as jarring 
colloquialisms, but rather meld harmoniously into the pared-down style of 
the whole. 

After Pushkin, Russian poetic diction moved in several directions. In 
Nekrasov’s work, the lexicon expanded to include something approximating 
the spoken language of the common man. In Tiutchey, the rhetorical tradi- 
tions of the eighteenth century were to some extent revitalized. Compare, 
for example, the opening of Nekrasov’s «O noréze» (“About the weather’’) 
with the opening of Tiutchev’s roughly contemporaneous «J[BA rénoca» 
(“Two Voices”): 
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Cndpa bory, crpesirb mepecram! 

Hu MHHYTHI MbI HbIHYe He cmasn, 

VV egsa su KTO B ropore cam: 

H6ubto mylwieuHbiit rTpOM rpoxorad, 

He go cua! . 

(Thank God they’ve stopped shooting! / We didn’t sleep a minute today, / And 

surely no one in the city slept: / Cannon thunder rumbled at night, / We weren’t up 

to sleeping!) 

Mykaiitecb, 0 Apyru, Oopritecb MpHex*KHO, 

XOTb 66 H HepaBeH, OophOd Oe3HanexKHa! 

Hag BamMu cBeTHJIa MOIUAT B BBILMIHHE, 

Iloq BaMH MOrHIbI — MOAT HOHE. 

(Take courage, o friends, fight diligently, / Though the battle be unequal, the struggle 

hopeless! / Above you the stars are silent in the heights, / Beneath you are the tombs, 

and they too are silent.) 

Nekrasov’s subject matter is itself taken from daily life. The “shooting” 

he describes is not part of an epic battle, but refers to the cannon shots 

traditionally used to warn Petersburg’s inhabitants of an impending flood. 

Tiutchev’s poem is set in mythic time, the speaker an unidentified bard of 

antiquity, who urges warriors on to glorious deeds in battle. Nekrasov’s 

speaker is clearly just an average Petersburg citizen, and his lexical choices 

reflect this. (Note how he speaks in the first person plural, rather than 

the more individualized singular.) The poem begins with an unabashed 

colloquialism (“Slava Bogu” [Thank God]) and includes any number of low 

stylistic forms (“nynche” [today]) and idioms (“ne do sna” [up to sleeping). 

The Tiutchev example relies on a completely different register, with archaic 

forms (“drugi” instead “druz'ia” [friends], the archaic feminine plural «one» 

instead of «onM [they]), and markedly literary diction (e.g., “svetila” rather 

than “zvezdy” [stars]). 

In the twentieth century, such variety becomes even greater. Vladimir 

Mayakovsky brought the language of the streets to Russian poetry, while 

Vyacheslav Ivanov used a language replete with archaisms. Compare the 

diction of Mayakovsky’s «Hate!» (“Take this!”) to Ivanov’s «B Kosusee» 

(“In the Coliseum”): 

Yepes udc orcki a B YMCTbIii MepeyIOK 

BbITeYeT M10 YeOBEKY Ball OOPHO3rlinii 2p, 

a A BAM OTKPbIJI CTOJbKO CTHXOB WKaTYJIOK, 

4 — OeCLIEHHBIX COB MOT V TpaHKHp. 

(In an hour into the clean lane / your flaccid fat will pour out person by person, / while 

I revealed so many precious boxes of verses to you, / I, the prodigal and spendthrift 

of priceless words.) 
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JIénb BulaxKHOKYApPbI LOCH, 

Mex TY4 OrdHb BeyepHH ces. 

Bxpyr mompauasica, BKPyr 3H4I 

HegpixKubiit xdoc Konn3éa. 

Dnaénu 13 CTHXMMHOM ThMbI 

Cyé6 Oe3BpeMeHHbIe ON. . . 

Jléub Oypb MCTOMHBIX K Ipary HOUH, 

Jléub asuHbIit MpOBOXKTAsIM MBI. 

(Day with its moist curls shone its last, / Sowing evening fire among the dark 

clouds / The unmoving chaos of the Coliseum / Darkened all around, yawned all 

around. // From the elemental darkness, / Untimely orbs of fate glanced .. . / We 

accompanied the thirsting day, / The day of exhausting storms to the threshold of 

night.) 

It is no coincidence that Mayakovsky’s poem has a modern urban setting, 

while Ivanov’s is set in the Roman Coliseum, with its direct link to his- 

tory and mystery. The vocabulary of each poem makes this eminently clear: 

Mayakovsky revels in the colloquial (e.g., his title) and sub-literary, while 

Ivanov relies on archaisms (“‘alchnyi” [thirsting], “‘prag” instead of the stan- 

dard modern form “pordg” [border] — note the rejection of “polnoglasie”) 

and a neologism that imitates ancient Greek epithets (“vlazhnokudryi” 
literally: “moist-curled”’]). Ivanov also makes use of tilts and spondees in 

this iambic tetrameter poem to lend weight to the word “day.” He borrows 

this technique from Tiutchev, one of his beloved precursors, who used sim- 

ilar rhythmical techniques to accentuate that very same word in “Day and 

Night” (see Chapter One). 

Sound 

Poets determine their choice of words based on considerations both stylistic 

and aural. It is not sufficient to select a series of words from a specific lexi- 
cal sphere; a poet always thinks in terms of the interaction of those words, 

of the aural effect they create. Different poetic movements have distinctly 
different preferences as far as the sound of verse is concerned. Radishchey, 
an unusually inventive eighteenth-century writer, has often been taken to 
task for the rough quality of his verse, but this was precisely his goal. In one 
chapter of his prose work A Journey from Petersburg to Moscow (1790), a poet 
(a thinly veiled version of Radishchev himself), reads aloud portions of his 
ode «BosbHoctb» (“Freedom”). His comments on the line «Bo cBér pa6crBa 
TbMy HpetBopi» (“Transform the darkness of slavery into light”) show a sub- 
tle awareness of the importance of sound texture in poetry. [This line] has 
been criticized [. . .] It is heavy and difficult to pronounce because of the 
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frequent repetition of the letter ‘t’ and the concatenation of frequent con- 

sonants: ‘bstva t'mu pretv’ — there are only three vowels for ten consonants, 

and in Russian one can write as sweetly as in Italian... I agree. . . though 

some have considered this verse successful, finding in its unevenness a graphic 

expression of the difficulty of the deed itself.” Radischev thus justifies the 

harshness of his verse on poetic grounds: the sound texture should reflect 

the difficulty of the subject matter. 

This unashamedly cacophonous style was rejected by the succeeding gen- 

eration. The comparison of Russian and Italian recurs with a very different 

evaluation two decades later in one of Batiushkov’s letters: “[O]ur language 

in and of itself is rather bad and coarse — it smells of Tartar. What is an 
«bp»? What is a «ip, what are «Im, «Ini, «Ini, «mpm, «Tpbm? Oh, 

barbarians! [. . .] Excuse me for my anger at the Russian people and their 

language. I was just reading Ariosto, breathing the pure air of Florence [. . .|” 

While Batiushkov could hardly avoid using the sounds that he so dis- 

dainfully enumerates, he could at least shun the cumbersome consonant 

clusters so fundamental to Radishchev’s poetic voice. Famed for his mel- 

lifluous verse, Batiushkov sought to recreate the melodies of his revered 
Italian poets. One of his techniques was hiatus, the use of consecutive vowel 

sounds. (Lomonosov had inveighed against hiatus in his theoretical writings 

on Russian poetry, presumably because it encouraged the reader to elide 

syllables and thus obscure the rhythmic pulse): 

Or Bonn Yuéu u baikasa, 

Or Bourn, Joua u JHempa, 

Or rpaga Hamero Ilerpa, 

C spepumn Kaska3a u Ypana! 

(From the waves of Oulu and Baikal, / From the Volga, the Don, and the Dnepr, / 

From the city of our Peter, / From the peaks of the Caucasus and the Urals!) 

In this passage from his patriotic «Ilepexoy uepe3 PéiiH» (‘Passage over the 

Rhine”), Batiushkov uses several of those “barbaric” sounds (e.g., “nashego 

Petra / S vershin”), but the overall effect is by no means jarring. On the 

contrary: he combines the distinctly Russian names of rivers, lakes, and 

mountains in the most harmonious fashion. The “barbarisms” are over- 

whelmed by the hiatus (indicated by italics) and the numerous phonetic 

echoes (e.g., “Ot voln . . . Ot volgi,” “Dona i Dnepra”). The Oulu, a 

river in northern Finland (then part of the Russian empire), was surely 

chosen by Batiushkov as much for its vowel-rich name as for its geopolitical 

significance. 

In the history of Russian poetry, the same stylistic battle would be fought 

repeatedly. Among the twentieth-century poets, Mandel'shtam, with his 

personal cult of Batiushkov, might be said to represent the principle of 
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euphony. It is characteristic that Mandel'shtam would write phrases like 

«ppilanbs AHA» and «neHba AOHM ID» (the Aonides were the muses), which 

combine his reverence for antiquity with the consecutive vowel sounds 

made famous by Batiushkov. In fact, Mandel'shtam originally planned 

to exploit this hiatus in the very title of his second book by calling it 

Aonuool. 

The Cubo-Futurists, Mandel'shtam’s contemporaries, exhibit an alto- 

gether different attitude to sound organization. Aleksei Kruchenykh and 

Velimir Khlebnikov, in their manifesto «C6Bo Kak TakoBOe» (“The Word 

as Such”), cite two famous lines of nineteenth-century poetry (from 

Lermontov’s «Aurem [“The Angel”], which we will discuss in Chapter 

Five), as an example of the old, which they contrast unfavorably to their 

own approach. 

“Writers before us had a completely different sound instrumentation, e.g., 

Ilo Hé6y NomyHoUN aHresi JeTeN 

Vs trixyto mécHro OH Te... 

(An angel flew along the midnight sky / And he sang a quiet song. . .) 

Here the “pe”, “pe” gives a bloodless coloration... Like paintings done with pudding 

and milk, we are also not satisfied with verses built on 

Ta-la-ia 

TIM-ITH-l1t 

TH-TH-TH 

A healthy person will only ruin his stomach on such food. 

We have given an example of another sound and word combination: 

TbIp OyJI WbUI 

yOenmiyp 
CKYM 

BbI CO Oy 

p33 

(Incidentally, in these five lines there is more truly Russian [bol'she russkogo natsi- 

onal'nogo] than in all of Pushkin’s poetry.)” 

These five lines constitute an entire poem by Kruchenykh, perhaps the 
most celebrated example of “zaum'” (“trans-rational poetry” or, more 
poetically, “beyonsense”). In “zaum',” new words, unburdened by fixed 
meanings, were called into being by expressive combinations of sounds. 
Kruchenykh opens his “manifesto” poem by giving special prominence to 
those very phonemes that Batiushkov had decried as barbaric: the vowel 
«bp» and the consonant «up». Precisely these sounds, so alien to the “civi- 
lized” languages of Europe, represent for the radical Futurists the uniquely 
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Russian spirit. It is somewhat difficult to explain Kruchenykh’s neologism 
«Ibu, since only substandard (Polish influenced?) Russian would allow 

for the “hard” variant of the Russian letter «mp. As a “slap in the face” of 

Russian spelling rules, however, it aptly reflects the Cubo-Futurist ethos. 

Of course, no poet can entirely avoid using certain sounds. (It is true that 

Derzhavin wrote «CososBéii Bo cHe» [“A Nightingale in a Dream”’] without 

the letter “r,” which he considered harsh and thus unsuited to the tranquil 

atmosphere he sought to evoke. However, this poem is exceptional and 

quite short.) Batiushkoy, as we have seen, could not completely renounce 

the “barbarisms,” just as the Futurists (with the exception of the most radical 

“zaumniki”’) could not do without the “bloodless,” Europeanized “pa,” 

“pi,” and “ti.” The real issue is not whether certain sounds occur, but how 

prominently they occur. 

It will be useful to compare the following two passages (both written 

in 1914), each of which exhibits careful sound patterning. The first comes 

from Mandel'shtam’s «A He ciprxam paccka30B OccnaHa» (“I never heard 

Ossian’s tales’”’): 

Vis ve OHO CoKpOsBuille, ObITh MOXET, 

Munya BHYKOB, K IIpaBHyKaM yieT, 

Vi cH6sa CKaTIbA UY2K YO TIECHIO COMKUT 

Vi kak CBOH e€ Mpou3HeceT. 

(And more than one treasure, perhaps, / Skipping the grandsons, will go to the great- 

grandsons, / And again the bard will set down another’s song / And pronounce it as 

his own.) 

The second is from Mayakovsky’s «BoiiHad oObaBneHa» (“War Is 

Declared”): 

Bpou3opble reHepasibl Ha TpaHeHOM LWOKOTe 

Moun: «PackyiiTe, 1 Mbi 1o0ézem!» 

Tlpomdtouleiica KOHHULbI MOUeTYH WOKasIn, 

H TlexOTe XOTEMOCb K yONiIe — MOE Te. 

(The bronze generals on the faceted pedestal / begged: “Unfetter us, and we will 

ride!” / The kisses of parting cavalry clattered, / and the infantry wanted [to get] to 

the murderer, — to victory.) 

In Russian, stressed vowels contribute much more to the sound texture 

of verse than unstressed ones, since the latter (with the exception of «y» 

and «m») are reduced and thus less prominent. It is appropriate to speak of 

assonance (the technical term for a repeated vowel sound) on “o” in the 

first line of the Mandel'shtam excerpt because it is found in all three stressed 

vowels. The fact that “‘o” also appears in several unstressed positions in no 

way enhances this effect. It looks the same, but sounds different. One can 
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nonetheless speak of assonance on “u” in the second line, largely because 

the unstressed (yet also unreduced) “‘u” in the final two words amplifies the 

emphatic repetition of the first two stressed syllables. In this instance, the 

sound fabric is particularly rich, since repeated consonant sounds (a tech- 

nique known as either consonance or alliteration) accompany the assonance: 

«Munya BUYKOB, K 1paBuyKaM yiiwéT». The sound texture of Mayakovsky’s 

verses is no less rich, but the alliterations in this passage occur on the harsher, 

less mellifluous, sounds of the Russian language. The final two lines are 

particularly illustrative in this respect: «IIpowarowetica KOHHMYbI MOYeyH 

yokamn / W WexOTe XOTEMOCb.» 

The interpreter of poetry must exercise extreme restraint in ascribing 

precise meaning to specific sounds. On the basis of the previous two exam- 

ples, it might appear that Mandel'shtam uses the gentle “nu” repetition 

because he writes about the smooth transmission of cultural tradition, while 

Mayakovsky uses “harsh” sounds to depict war. Yet there is nothing inher- 

ently martial about Mayakovsky’s sounds, just as there is nothing inher- 

ently tranquil about Mandel'shtam’s. One could imagine phrases like «Yorn 
x6ueT xopouee» (“Though he wants good”) or «3anyAy HYKHO yH3HTb» 

(“It’s necessary to humiliate the bore”), where these same sounds would 

have quite different associations. Recurring sounds draw attention to them- 

selves and, in poetry, take on the semantic coloration of what they depict. 

Mayakovsky’s poem describes a war, and once we recognize this, we hear 

the specific sounds as military. Likewise, Mandel'shtam’s poem celebrates 

cultural continuity and, in that context, we associate the insistent “nu” repe- 

titions with this theme. The sounds of poetry cannot determine meaning, 
but only support it. 

Even if specific sounds are not endowed with a priori meaning, their 

significance should not be underestimated. One need only observe a young 

child repeating what appear to be nonsense syllables to see that pure sound 
is in itself a distinctly human pleasure, and that poets are in some sense 
attempting to recreate that initial joy of naming. Yet sound repetition is not 
simply the province of children and poets. Upon reflection, one finds that 
many of our most routine and seemingly “unpoetic” expressions (e.g., “speed 
demon” or “number cruncher”) owe their longevity — and perhaps their very 
existence — to consonance and assonance. Such expressions “sound right” 
because they are easily pronounced and easily remembered. 

Tropes and syntax 

Our discussion of poetic language has so far been limited to lexicon (stylistic 
register) and sound. However, poetry is made not only of individual words 
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and sounds, but of entire sentiments. In everyday speech, we may speak 

directly or indirectly. For example, on an average day, if asked to respond to 

the question, “How are you?” most people say “Fine.” Less direct answers 

would also be possible, all of which depend on figures of speech, e.g., 

“Not bad,” (meiosis [i.e., understatement]), “Disastrous” (hyperbole [i.e., 

exaggeration]). Even the answer “Fine” may be used ironically, in which 

case it, too, is an indirect answer. 

In short, indirectness seems to be a fundamental property of language 

itself, and it should come as no surprise that poets take advantage of it. Such 

indirect statements are known as tropes (from the Greek “tropos” or “turn”) 

or figures of speech (from the Latin “figura” or “shape”’). In this section, 

we will consider some of the most important of them. Those that occur 

with less frequency will be introduced in the course of poetic analyses in 

the second part of the book. 

Tropes and figures (the terms are essentially synonymous) introduce new 

and unexpected shifts to a poem. In many cases, they are used for purposes 

of comparison. Metaphor posits an identity between two things. For exam- 

ple, Boris Pasternak entitled a volume of poetry «Cecrpa Mos — 2K13Hb» 

(“My Sister — Life”). In this case, the metaphor seems to be supported by 

grammatical gender: both “sestra” and “zhizn'” are feminine. A wholly dif- 

ferent image is created by Petr Viazemsky, who begins one of his last poems 

with the metaphor: «/Kii3Hb Halla B CTapocTH — H3HOMeHHbIM XamaT» (“Our 

life in old age is a worn-out dressing gown’). Pasternak’s metaphor posits 

a kinship between the poet and life. Viazemsky’s reflects a distance; life is 

associated with lethargy and thus sapped of its vitality. 

At times, a poet seeks to create a relationship of similarity rather than 

identity. In English, this is known as a simile (a comparison using “like” 

or “as”); in Russian it is simply called a comparison («cpaBHéHue»). When 

discussing simile, it is useful to distinguish the “tenor” (the thing actually 

being described) from the “vehicle” (what that thing is compared to). For 

example, in Pushkin’s lines «be3yMubIx s1éT yracitee Beceésibe / Mue TspKe10, 

kak CMYTHOe ToxMésIbe» (“The faded joy of wild years / Weighs on me like 

an unsettling hangover”), “joy” is the tenor and “hangover” is the vehicle. 

A simile recognizes the distinctiveness of the objects under comparison, an 

awareness of an inexact fit. In this way, it accentuates difference as well as 

likeness. Mayakovsky, who often pushes comparisons to the breaking point, 

favors similes, e.g., (Kak TpakTMp MHe CTpallleH Ball CTpalHbit cya» (“Your 

last judgment is as terrifying as a tavern to me”). Alliteration gives additional 

support to this simile (traktir/strashen/strashnyi). The Russian instrumental 

case can also be used as a type of simile (this appears with special frequency 

in modernist verse): «A BOMKOM ObI BEIPpbI3 GropoKpaTi3m» (“I would gnaw 

through red tape like a wolf’), to cite Mayakovsky once again. 
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Simile and metaphor are based on principles of similarity, while 

metonymy depends on contiguity, drawing things together because of their 

proximity. One of the reasons why Pasternak’s poetry is so rich in strik- 

ing juxtapositions is his reliance on metonymy. The poem «Ci16xa Bécyla» 

(“With Oars At Rest”), in which the poet and his beloved are together 

in a rowboat, begins with the line «Jldaka KonOTuTCaA B COHHOH rpyli» 

(“The boat pounds in the sleeping breast”). The word “lodka” (“boat’’) 

takes the place of the more logical “serdtse” (“heart”). The boat does not 

“symbolize” the heart; rather, it is connected by location (the poet is sit- 

ting inside the boat). In making this metonymic substitution, Pasternak was 

surely guided by sound as well as sense: “‘lodka kolotitsia.”” Synecdoche (the 

substitution of a part for the whole) is a special type of metonymy. For 

example, when Mayakovsky describes the revolutionary masses storming 

the Winter Palace, he names them only by their clothing (presumably their 

most visible attribute, but also an indication of their social position): «A B 

aBepu — OyuaTbl, WHHemH, Tynymbm (“And through the doors [come] 

sailors’ coats, soldiers’ coats, and peasant coats”). 

One of the more striking tropes is oxymoron (contradiction), which 

is generally used to express not a lack of logic, but a sense of awe or 

a particularly intense impression. Oxymoron is often found in mystical 

and religious writings, but it extends to any experience that defies ordi- 

nary rational understanding. One of Mandel'shtam’s late poems from his 

exile contains the line: «B pockéurHoii 6€gHOCTH, B Moryyeit HUET» (“In 

luxuriant poverty, in powerful destitution”). Here the poet forces us to 

reconsider the usual associations of familiar concepts, to consider a state 

of physical poverty that — paradoxically — can be spiritually rich and even 
empowering. 

Apostrophe (direct address) is a particularly important trope for poetry. 

In everyday life, we tend to limit our use of apostrophe to people or animals 
in our immediate vicinity. Poets are much more liberal. Not only do they 
address people who are distant or even deceased, they frequently address 
inanimate objects. Turning to speak to someone or something establishes a 
more immediate relationship, and apostrophe often marks a poem’s emo- 
tional climax. Tiutchev’s «@ouran» (“The Fountain”) opens with a turn 
to the listener/reader: «Cmotpii, Kak 661aKOM 2%KHBEIM / ®onTaH CHAOUIMIt 
kilyOntca; / Kak miameHéet, Kak gpo6rtes / Eré na cémnue BHAxKHBIi 
apim.» (“Look how like a living cloud, / The shining fountain swirls; / 
How its moist smoke / Burns and breaks in the sun.”) Though we read- 
ers cannot possibly see the specific fountain in question, the direct address 
invites us — even causes us — to become spectators. The second (and final) 
stanza begins with yet another apostrophe: «O cmépruoii bic BOROMET, / 
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O BoOMeT HencTommMMbIl! / Kakoi 3aKO0H HenocTHxKUMBIN / TeOa cTpeMu?r, 

TeOa MaTéT?» (“O, font of mortal thought, / O, inexhaustible font! / What 

incomprehensible law / Spurs you on, disturbs you?”) Leaving his readers 

behind, the poet turns to the fountain itself, which now is not merely a 

physical object, but a metaphor for human thought. In this second apostro- 

phe, Tiutchev shifts lexical registers, rejecting the standard Russian “‘fontan” 

(with its latinate origin) of the title and first stanza in favor of the archaic 

Slavic synonym ““vodomet.” The sudden shift of addressees, combined with 

this elevated diction, heightens the emotional tone of the poem. From the 

first to the second stanza Tiutchev moves from the physical to the metaphys- 

ical, from detached observation (statements) to impassioned participation 

(questions and exclamations). The use of two different apostrophes is thus 

essential to the structure of the poem as a whole. 
Some figures of speech are syntactic rather than semantic. In other words, 

they are achieved through manipulation of word order. Repetition at the 

beginning of a line is called anaphora. A classic example comes from 

Pushkin’s «ITpopox» (“The Prophet’): 

Monx ye KocHyJIca OH, — 

Vs ix HanosHM WIYM VM 3BOH: 

V sua a HeOa COMporaHee, 

VM ropuuit anresos moseT, 

V rag MopeKHx nNosABOAHbIM XO, 

V1 a6nbHelt 163bI Mpo3sAOAHbe. 

(He touched my ears, — / And noise and sound filled them: / And I perceived the 

shudder of heaven, / And the lofty flight of angels, / And the underwater motion of 

sea beasts, / And the growth of vines in the valley.) 

In this case, the anaphora is also an instance of polysyndeton, the repetition 

of a conjunction (“and”). This technique is often found in the Bible, which 

is one reason Pushkin chooses it for this particular poem. Anaphora serves 

as an ordering principle at the beginning of the line, much as rhyme usually 

orders the end of the line. 

Two common — and related — syntactic figures are parallelism and chi- 

asmus. The former uses the same parts of speech in the same order (e.g., 

«Muates Ty4H, BbIOTeA TYUN» [“Dark clouds rush, dark clouds twirl”), the 

second uses the same parts of speech in reverse order (e.g., «MYTHO He6o, 

HOub MyTHA» [‘“Turbid is the sky, the night is turbid”]) or even a series of 

nouns with reversed case order. For example, Derzhavin begins his poem 

«Ha cméptb kH5381 Memépekoro» (“On the Death of Prince Meshchersky”) 

with two exclamations: «arom Bpeméu! Merdsuia 3B6H!» (Literally: “Word 

of time! Of metal the sound!””) This example of chiasmus is based solely on 
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nouns: the “crossing” occurs between the nominative and genitive cases. 

(It might be noted that Derzhavin’s line contains two additional tropes: 

metaphor [the striking of a clock is being described] and personification 

[time “‘speaks”’].) 

In English, rules of word order ensure that parallelism occurs much more 

frequently than chiasmus. In Russian, however, the elaborate case system 

allows for extraordinarily free word order, making the language just as 

amenable to chiasmus as to parallelism. To see how Russian poets take 

full advantage of syntax (and not merely syntactic figures), one need only 

look at the first line of one of Baratynsky’s elegies: «PaccéuBaeT rpycTb 

TIMpOB BecesbIM WYM.» Russian grammar allows for four translations of this 

sentence: 

) “The happy sound of feasts disperses sadness.” 

) “Sadness disperses the happy sound of feasts.” 

3) “The happy sound disperses the sadness of feasts.” 

) “The sadness of feasts disperses a happy sound.” 

The first of these renderings is the most logical, with the list becom- 
ing increasingly counter-intuitive. However, there is reason to think that 

Baratynsky recognized and wished to suggest all of these meanings. In the 

remainder of the poem, the speaker describes his melancholy amidst a crowd 

of revelers. In this context, the first translation reflects the speaker’s hope 

that his sadness will disappear among his carefree companions, while the 

second adumbrates his ultimate realization that external happiness cannot 
alter his internal sadness. The third and the fourth variants seem less plau- 
sible, but the oxymoronic phrase “‘sadness of feasts” has definite relevance 
to the paradoxical situation in which the speaker finds himself. In short, 
syntactic and grammatical ambiguities can suggest alternate interpretations 
or reinforce thematic paradoxes. 

Enjambment is a syntactic technique unique to poetry. Since the cadence 
of a verse line is strongly marked (either rhythmically or by rhyme), it implies 
an endpoint. This tends to be indicated by a period or comma, but even 
when punctuation is lacking, a sentence segment usually concludes. For 
example, one of Pushkin’s great love poems begins: 

Jnsa Oeperos OTUN3HbI TANBHOT 

Tor nokuyasa Kpali yx Oi; 

B adc He3saOBéHHbIit, B 4dc MeUdT HDI 

A WOnro maka mpen TOI. 

(For the shores of a distant homeland / You left a foreign realm; / At an unforgettable 
hour, at a sad hour / I cried at length before you.) 
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Pushkin places punctuation marks only after lines two and four, yet lines 

one and three, which contain complete prepositional phrases, also conclude 

at logical pauses. The punctuation notwithstanding, there is no enjambment 

in this passage. 

Comparing these lines to a passage from Tsvetaeva’s «I1o35tEp» (“Poets”), 

we can see the decisive break characteristic of true enjambment: 

KTo B KAMeHHOM rpooy bacrvinutt 

Kak jépeBo B cBoéii Kpace. 

ToT, Ubu creaqbI — Bceraa MpocrTBIH, 

Tot m6e3, Ha KOTOpbI BCé 

Ona3bIBatwor... 

({He], who in the stone grave of Bastilles / Is like a tree in its beauty. / He, whose 

footprints — have always gone cold, / He is a train, for which everyone / Is late . . .) 

The excerpt begins with each line breaking at a logical pause, but in 

the fourth line, Tsvetaeva ends on the subject (“vse’’) and forces the finite 

verb to fall onto the next line. With this verb, the whole sentence comes 

to an abrupt end. In short, one would ordinarily expect the words “‘vse 

opazdyvaiut” (“everyone is late”) to come in the same line. By splitting 

them over two lines, Tsvetaeva uses the verse form to reflect the meaning. 

The line describes a late arrival, so the key word also arrives “late.” 

The “meaning” of enjambment is not always as transparent as in the above 

example. At times it merely pushes the reader forward, adding an excited 

quality to the utterance. In any case, enjambment always sets syntax against 

semantics, adding special emphasis whenever it occurs. 
If enjambment is unique to verse, most poetic techniques can also be 

found in prose and even in everyday conversation. What sets verse language 

apart is the extent to which poets consciously organize diction, tropes, and 

grammar to develop and accentuate their statements. Not every linguistic 

element is necessarily a poetic element, but every linguistic element has 

the potential to become one. Seemingly inexpressive grammatical categories, 

when carefully structured, take on a host of subtle and powerful meanings, all 

of which contribute to a poem’s message. The multiplicity and concentration 

of complementary systems (syntactic, lexical, aural, semantic) distinguishes 

poetry from other forms of verbal art. 
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Tradition and the individual talent 

Bcé ObuIO BCTapb, BCE MOBTOPHTca CHOBa, 

Vis caaj0K HaM JIMIUb y3HaBaHbsé MH. 

Manzgesbuitam, «Tristia» 

Everything was before, everything will repeat again, 

And for us only the moment of recognition is sweet. 

Mandel 'shtam, “Tristia” 

In any sphere of creativity, an unspoken directive to “make it new” coexists 

with an equally strong tacit imperative to retain qualities of the old. Pure 

repetition is tedious; pure innovation is incoherent. To see how traditions 

evolve, one need look no further than the local movie theater. Seventy 

years ago, audiences flocked to “King Kong,” quaking in their seats as the 

eponymous beast screamed, raged, and took on New York City. Today’s 

viewers may admire this same film asa historical document, but few will react 

with the gasps and screams that the film originally aroused. In particular, the 

special effects, so daring in their day, now contribute more to mirth than to 

fear. Producers of the latest monster films rely on myriad technical advances 

to shock a generation inured to cinematic horror, yet they generally preserve 
the basic plot outline of a wild creature’s encounter with civilization. Many 

retain the love subplot and even specific details, like the monster’s appearance 

at or on top of famous buildings or a “bad guy” becoming one of its victims. 
Such repetitions reflect less a lack of creativity than a genuine insight: what 
worked well once can work well again. Consciously or not, the audience 
itself wants to be terrified only within familiar parameters. The quality of 
the newer films depends less on invention than on the clever manipulation 
of “traditional” elements. If the director can rework them and still shock us, 
we are dealing with a first-rate monster flick. If the old formulas are trotted 
out in completely predictable ways, we head for the popcorn. 

There are, of course, significant differences between Hollywood enter- 
tainment and poetic tradition, but they share the impulse to revisit suc- 
cessful works of an earlier era. In all national literatures, continuity plays 
a decisive role. In Russia, as if literature could compensate for the bru- 
tal twists and turns of history, continuity is regarded as an especially great 
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virtue. Lermontov began his career by lifting whole passages from Pushkin 

in works whose very titles he took verbatim from his beloved precursor. 

Mandel'shtam, whose verses celebrating repetition form the epigraph to 

this chapter, saw the past as the wellspring for all great poetry. The Symbol- 

ist Fedor Sologub so valued the work of his predecessors that he advocated 

a theory of creativity verging on plagiarism. 

“Intertextuality” is the general term for the numerous possible means by 

which one work of literature alludes to and engages others. The more one 

has read (and remembered), the more one is likely to appreciate the often 

subtle interplay among poems. On the other hand, those with little prior 

experience will justifiably ask whether it is possible to understand a work 

without charting its relationship to various “subtexts.” In the case of monster 

movies, which attract a young audience, most of today’s viewers have surely 

not seen the original “King Kong.” This lack of context hardly means 

that they cannot enjoy the new movie. Some may actually like it precisely 

because they do not recognize its derivativeness. Others may have a vague 

sense of the tradition, even if they miss the specific conscious references. But 

those who have seen “King Kong” will certainly have a richer understanding 

of the strengths, weaknesses, and even intentions of the new film. 

Likewise, though neophyte readers of Russian poetry cannot possibly 

know the rich resonances of certain words or phrases, they should be aware 

of this dimension of poetic communication. Toward the beginning of a 

1979 poem entitled “J[6H 2Kyan” (“Don Juan”), Viktor Sosnora writes the 

laconic line «Cr6én acts» (“A table of victuals”). At face value this can be 

understood as a realistic detail from one of the innumerable feast scenes 

associated with Don Juan’s legendary escapades. However, a knowledgeable 

Russian reader immediately hears in these words a specific poetic reference. 

Exactly two hundred years earlier, Derzhavin had written «Ha cMépTb KHSB4 

Memiépexoro» (“On the Death of Prince Meshchersky”), a lament on life’s 

brevity. That work contained a famous line about the rapidity with which 

celebration turns into mourning: «Ie cTénm Obi scTB, Tam rpoO cTonT» 

(“Where there was a table of victuals, there is now a coffin”). By citing this 

line in abbreviated form, Sosnora cleverly foretells, as it were, Don Juan’s 

own final “act,” in which a feast leads swiftly to his death. 

To a greater or lesser extent, all new works engage their predecessors, 

and it would be senseless to pretend otherwise. Textual echoes add depth 

and breadth, making a poem profoundly dialogical, yet they rarely determine 

its meaning. Moreover, they can be daunting to a reader not intimately 

familiar with the tradition. In this book, such discussions will be kept to a 

minimum. With a few unavoidable exceptions (e.g., Mandel'shtam), we will 

limit questions of intertextuality to forms that are either marked explicitly 

by the poet or can be logically intuited by the resourceful reader. 
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Citation 

When a politician wishes to win over his audience, he often draws on the 

words of an illustrious predecessor. “As Abraham Lincoln said,” intones the 

speaker, and the effect is already there, almost regardless of what follows. In 

short, the politician refers to a recognized authority in order to align his own 

message with one that is hallowed by tradition. Other methods of allusion 

are possible. The politician may omit Lincoln’s name but say, “Four score 

and seven years ago,” obviously assuming that his audience will recognize 

the reference. He could even alter those words to “Two score and seven 

years ago” and still be confident that the source (and its aura of authority) 

would resonate. 
To a far greater extent and in much richer variety than politicians, poets 

refer to other poets. Some may know the tradition better than others, some 

may know it earlier than others, but all serious poets must at some point or 

another acquaint themselves with the accomplishments of their predecessors. 
Such an acquaintance entails a challenge. How can the new poet match up to 

what has already been said? It has been argued that whole national literatures 

are formed through this “anxiety of influence.” Yet the existence of a rich 

tradition is not simply constricting, but also enlightening and enriching. 

Russian poets have generally delighted in the poetry of others, regarding it 

as a precious resource that can be creatively exploited in numerous ways. 

An early poem of Aleksandr Blok offers a relatively straightforward exam- 
ple of this process: 

Vs T®KKMM COH XKHTEMCKOLO CO3HAHbA 

TbI OTPAXHELIb, TOCKYS Hi JOOS. 

Bn. Conospbes 

IIpequysctsyro Teds. ona npoxdasT MMO — 

Bce B 60MKe OAHOM TipenuyBcTByto Tes. 

Becb ropv30HT B OrHe — Ht SICeH HECTepriiMo, 

VM mosua KY, — mockya u 004. 

Becb ropH30HT B OrHe, MH ONM3KO MOABIIECHbE, 

Ho crpauiHo MHEé: H3MéeHHIb OOK THI, 

UV wép3koe Bo36yAMINb NOO3peHbe, 

CMeHHB B KOHI[¢ IIPHBbIUHbIe YepTHl. 

O, Kak lay — MW rOpecTHo, HM HU3KO, 

He ofo€B CMepTesIbHbIA MeuTbI! 

Kak siceH ropu3d6nt! HW syue3sapHocrh 60113K0. 

Ho crpauiHo MHeé: n3MéHHMb O6MK THI. 

({Epigraph: “And you will shake off the burdensome dream of earthly conscious- 
ness, / Yearning and loving.” Vladimir Soloviev] I anticipate You. Years pass by — / 
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I anticipate You always with the same visage. // The entire horizon is aflame — and 
unbearably clear, / And I silently wait, — Yearning and loving. // The entire horizon is 
aflame, and [Your] appearance is near, / But I am afraid that You will change [Your] 
visage, // And arouse an impertinent suspicion, / Having replaced in the end [Your] 
ordinary features. // O, how I will fall — grieving and low, / Having not overcome [my] 

mortal dream! // How clear is the horizon! And radiance is near. / But I am afraid 

that You will change [Your] visage.) 

Blok’s poem comes from a book of poems called «Crux o Mpexpacuoii 

Jame» (“Verses about the Beautiful Lady”). Many of these laconic and enig- 

matic works describe a meeting (or, more precisely, an anticipated meeting) 

between the male speaker and a female figure who is at once a source of joy 

and fear. This specific poem characteristically combines the language of love 

poetry (e.g., “podozrenie” [suspicion], “cherty” [features]) with that of reli- 

gious poetry (“luchezarnost'” [radiance], “oblik” [visage]). The emphasis is 

on expectation and anxiety, with the speaker balancing the certainty of the 

woman's imminent appearance against the uncertainty of the form this will 

take. One is struck by the poem’s insistent repetitions; whole phrases are 

reiterated numerous times, giving the impression that the entire scene has 

itself been rehearsed over and over. Blok’s image of the “eternal feminine” 

had numerous sources, but one of the most direct was the mystical poetry of 

Vladimir Soloviev, who had died in 1900, the year before «ITpeauysetTByto 

Te6s» was written. In this poem, Blok explicitly establishes his lineage with 

Soloviev. Not only does he italicize the words he borrows, he even cites the 

exact source in an epigraph. 
The Soloviev poem, written in 1892, is indeed close in spirit to Blok’s 

verses. It, too, focuses on an imminent meeting between the speaker and an 

unnamed female figure. (The fact that the speaker is male and his addressee 

female is not stated explicitly, but — as in the Blok poem — is obvious from 
the lengthy tradition of love lyrics that these poems draw on.) 

3auém copa? B Oe30pexHOcTH JIa3ypHon 

OPUpHHIX BOJH CO3BYUHbIe CTpyH 

Hecyr k TeOé %KeTaHU MIdMeHb OYpHbIi 

Vi raiinpiit B306x HeMEérollel JIOOBH. 

VU, Tpenemla y MusIoro mopora, 

3a6piTbix rpé3 kK TeOe CTpeMMiTcA por. 

Henaseka Bo3qyllHad Lopora, 

OHH JIMLUb MUP — u A Tepes, TOOOH. 

VB 9TOT MH He3pHMoro CBHAHbA 

He3éuiHHuit CBET BHOBb O3apliT TeOA, 

Vs TKkuii COH 2KUTEMCKOTO CO3HAHbA 

Thi OTPAXHEMIb, TOCKYA H J1KOO4. 
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(What good are words? In the azure boundlessness / The harmonious streams of 

ethereal waves / Carry to you the powerful flame of desires / And the secret sigh 

of mute love. // And, shaking at the dear threshold, / A swarm of forgotten dreams 

rushes to you. / The aerial path is not far, / Only an instant — and I am before you. // 

And in that instant of invisible meeting / The unearthly light will again illuminate 

you, / And you will shake off the burdensome dream of earthly consciousness, / 

Yearning and loving.) 

In Soloviev, we find the same conflation of love poetry (e.g., “u milogo 

poroga” [at the dear threshold]) and religious verse (e-g., “nezdeshnii svet” 

[unearthly light]), the same motif of anticipation. Nonetheless, there are 

significant differences between these poems. Most striking is that Soloviev’s 

speaker displays no doubts whatsoever. He has experienced this meeting 

before (note the “vnov'” [again] in the final stanza) and is certain that it will 

recur (“odin lish' mig” [only an instant]). The oxymoronic “mig nezrimogo 

svidaniia” (“instant of invisible meeting”) points not at the impossibility 

of this meeting, but rather at its mystical, quasi-religious nature. (English 

translation cannot preserve the essential opposition: both “nezrimogo” and 

“svidaniia” are based on verbs meaning “to see” [cf. the archaic “zret'”’ 

versus standard ‘“‘videt'”].) Blok’s speaker has not experienced this meeting, 

but has long anticipated it. Though he senses it ever more strongly, he is 

clearly troubled by fears. Interestingly, the phrase “toskuia i liubia” (“yearn- 

ing and loving”) refers in Blok to the speaker himself, while in Soloviev it 

is attributed to the mysterious feminine figure. 

What, then, is the function of the epigraph? In taking just two lines from 

Soloviev’s poem, Blok minimizes the differences between his poem and that 

of his predecessor. One of the striking elements of Blok’s poem is that the 

word “Ty” is capitalized, making it unambiguously a divine figure. In the 

Soloviev poem, the “ty” is most likely also a divinity, but it 1s not written 

with a capital letter. By selecting a passage for his epigraph in which the word 

“ty” only appears at the beginning ofa line, Blok erases this difference. The 

same phenomenon can be observed on the level of stanza. Blok’s poem is 

written in two-line stanzas, while Soloviev’s 1s in quatrains. Yet by citing only 

two lines from Soloviev, Blok eliminates the distinction. Even the metrical 

differences are diminished. Soloviev’s poem is in iambic pentameter, while 

Blok’s vacillates between iambic pentameter and hexameter. When only 

two lines are cited, however, the metrical incongruities disappear. In short, 

Blok uses the epigraph in this case not merely to express his admiration for 

his precursor, but to align himself with him all the more emphatically. 

Epigraphs are perhaps the most explicit means through which a poet 
indicates an awareness of his place in a tradition. They invite the reader 

to view the new poem against the background of an earlier one. In less 

direct ways, however, such a dialogue is almost always in progress. Anna 
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Akhmatova’s «Péxsuem» (“Requiem”), a cycle of poems about the Stalinist 
repressions, contains a poem entitled «[locssaménue» (“Dedication”), which 
begins as follows: 

Ilepeq StTuM ropem rHytca Props, 

He TeyéT Bemikasa peka, 

Ho Kpenkii TIOPéMHbIe 3aTBOpHI, 

A 3a HUMU «KaTOpxKHbIe HOpbp» 

V1 cmeprésbHas Tocka. 

(Before this grief mountains bend, / The great river ceases to flow, / But the prison 
bolts are strong, / And behind them are the “convicts’ burrows” / And deadly 
anguish.) 

The phrase “katorzhnye nory” (‘convicts’ burrows”) is in quotation 

marks because it is indeed a quotation. The source is Pushkin’s «Bo rmy6uné 

cuOupcekux py» (“In the depths of Siberian mines”), a political poem 

addressed to the exiled Decembrists. The third stanza of that poem reads: 

JIr006Bb UH Apy2xecTBO TO Bac 

JouAyT CKBO3b Mpa4Hble 3aTBOPEI, 

Kak B BallIHM KATOpxKHbIe HOPbI 

JI oxOQUT MO CBOOOAHBIM rac. 

(Love and friendship / Will reach you through the dark bolts, / Just as into your 

convicts’ burrows / My free voice reaches.) 

Akhmatova, it will be noticed, not only repeats these two words, but also 

borrows the underlying rhyme “zatvory/nory.” Such repetition serves to 

point out a parallel that is both historical and literary. On the one hand, 

Akhmatova suggests that the senseless brutality of Stalinism has a direct 

precedent in Tsar Nikolai’s cruel reprisals against the Decembrists. On the 

other hand, Akhmatova likens her own role to Pushkin’s: in both cases 

the poets are left to support and console their unjustly imprisoned friends. 

Pushkin’s poem ends with the hope that an age of freedom will ultimately 
prevail. Akhmatova, not quite so optimistic, nonetheless tries in “Requiem” 

to posit some future peace that might offset the present sufferings. The 

poet’s role, she emphasizes, is both to bear witness and give hope. In short, 

Akhmatova cites Pushkin not only to lay claim to his authority as poet, but 

also to continue the tradition of poet as social critic and spokesman for the 

politically repressed. 
Citation can also be used parodically, to undermine earlier convic- 

tions. The contemporary poet Dimitri Prigov has developed a genre he 

calls «BandsbHoe paccyxaeHue» (“The Banal Disquisition”) in which well- 

known proverbs and familiar quotations are subjected to close scrutiny from 
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a practical vantage point. His “Bropoe OaHasibHoe paccyKTeHHe Ha TEMY: 

6biTb 3HAaMeHIITBIM HeKpaciiBo” (“Second Banal Disquisition on the Subject 

of ‘To Be Famous Isn’t Nice’”’) begins: 

Kora TbI CK42KeM 3HAMEHHT — 

BbiTbh 3HaMeHHTbIM HeKpacHBo 

Ho exe Thl He3HaMeHHT 

To 3HaMCHITBIM ObITbh He TOJIbKO 

KendrenbHo, HO UM KpachBo 

(When you are, let’s say, famous — / To be famous isn’t nice / But if you’re not 

famous / Then to be famous is not only / Desirable, but even beautiful) 

Prigov’s verses are fundamentally reactive. To understand them it is essen- 

tial to know their context — a poem of Boris Pasternak. 

Bbitb 3HaMeHMTbIM HeEKpacHBo. 

He 3ro NOBIMAeT BBBIC. 

He H410 3ABOZHTb ApXHBa, 

Hag pykonvicaMu TpscTHce. 

Lem TBOpuecTBa — CaMooTAA4a, 

A He LlyMMixa, He ycriéx. 

Ilo36pHo, HM4ero He 3HAuA, 

Bpitb mpriTuel Ha ycTax y BCeX. 

(To be famous isn’t nice. / This is not what elevates [one]. / One need not set up an 

archive, / Tremble over manuscripts. // The aim of creativity is self-abnegation, / Not 

to create a stir or a public success. / It is shameful, when one is meaningless, / To be 

on everyone’s tongue.) 

As this excerpt makes clear, Pasternak’s poem is aimed at writers who 

seek glory without having anything to say. The real poet, he argues, is 

concerned less with his reputation than with his art. Poetry, according to 

his conception, is essentially selfless and thus directly opposed to fame. 
Prigov takes this lofty sentiment not as a profound truth, but as a display 

of disingenuousness. Pasternak’s verses were written when the poet was not 

simply established, but almost legendary. It is easy, Prigov reasons, for the 

famous to deplore fame, but the obscure poet does not have this luxury. 

Playing on Pasternak’s choice of the word “nekrasivo” (“not nice” in the 

given context, but literally “not beautiful’), he rejects Pasternak’s judgment, 

viewing fame as something beautiful (“krasivo”’). Prigov criticizes Pasternak 

not simply on the basic level of statement, but also in terms of diction and 

form. He introduces jarring colloquialisms such as “skazhem” (“‘let’s say’’) 

and “ezheli” (rather than the more standard “esli” [if}). Like most parodists, 

he borrows the meter of his target text (in this case, iambic tetrameter), yet 

he introduces a “mistake” in line three. When Prigov rhymes Pasternak’s key 
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word “znamenit” with its negation (““neznamenit”), he adds an extra syllable 
that throws off the scansion, thus undermining in a single stroke Pasternak’s 
content and form. (The line scans correctly only if the reader swallows the 

middle syllable of the word “ezheli,” something an uneducated or inebriated 
speaker might do. If this is Prigov’s intention, then he diminishes Pasternak’s 
sentiment not by a rhythmic break, but by including a colloquial word with 
a substandard pronunciation.) 

Prigov’s allusion is motivated differently than Blok’s and Akhmatova’s, but 

all three examples demonstrate the interconnectedness of poetic tradition. 

Blok seeks to create a seamless link to his predecessor. Akhmatova draws 

similarities and parallels while recognizing the distinctiveness of two histor- 

ical epochs. Prigov emphasizes the falseness in a statement that has become 

such a classic that few stop to think about it. What is important in all three 

cases is that the poets themselves clearly direct their audience to a specific 

prior text. Such poetry is profoundly dialogical, and it demands to be read 

in Conjunction with an earlier text. This fascination with others’ words and 

worldviews is an essential part of Russian poetry. 

Topos 

At times, politicians rely on a different technique to win over their audiences. 

Rather than citing a specific authority, they include a general “feel-good” 

reference to their country’s glory. “And in this great country of ours” they 

intone and, again, what follows is almost immaterial. The phrase “our great 

country” gives the audience a feeling of patriotic well-being and lends 

the speaker the status of benevolent preserver of traditional values. In such 

instances, we are dealing with a commonplace, a constantly repeated cliché 

which is reiterated precisely because novelty is, in this context, undesirable. 

This technique is also used in literature, where it is called a “topos” (from 

the Greek word for “place”’). Topoi cross generations and national bound- 

aries with extraordinary fluidity, making it difficult to find their precise 

source. If we read a detective novel and our suspicion falls on the butler, 

chances are that our author is not referring to a specific work in which “the 

butler did it,” but to a topos common to a multitude of works. Literary 

topoi associated with certain physical places may vary. For example, in some 

works a cemetery will supply the setting for an illiterate shepherd’s plaint. In 

others, it will be the place where villains congregate, perform sacrilegious 

deeds, and get their comeuppance in supernatural adventures. 

A literary topos need not be an actual location. When an epic poet breaks 

off his narration and turns to the muses to seek inspiration, he is invoking 

a topos (the modesty topos, where the poet bewails his inadequacy to the 
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difficult task ahead). When Mandel'shtam compares a landscape to Homer's 

poetry (in the poem «Ecrp fpomru B Jecax» — “There are orioles in the 

woods”), he is developing the medieval topos of nature as a book. Topoi 

may be understood simply as frequently recurring motifs — the shoot-out ina 

Western, the pie in the face of slapstick comedy. Their value is two-fold. On 

the one hand, their very predictability offers a convenient means of orienting 

the reader. Familiarity inevitably creates an expectation. (When the lightning 

crashes suddenly during a horror movie, we know that something terrible 

is about to happen.) On the other hand, it allows the poet to vary the 

expected element and break the norms. (The lightning might strike, but 

the inevitable terror scene not materialize.) In either case, the reference is 

not to one specific usage (as in a citation), but to an entire tradition of usage. 

Let us look at one such topos. In poetry of various types, the moon 1s a 
frequent visitor. Most commonly, it is associated with mystical apparitions 

and poetic inspiration. Russian has two words for “moon”: the folklorically- 

tinged «méca» (Slavic in origin) and the more standard, latinate «1yHa». 

(The novelist Ivan Goncharov describes the nostalgic atmosphere of Oblo- 

mov’s youth using this very opposition: «B 5TOM KpakO HHKTO H He 3Ha, 

yT6 3a JIyHé TaKés, — BCé Ha3bIBasIM eé Mécatem.» [“‘In this land no one even 

knew what the luna was — everyone called it mesiats”]. Conveniently, this 

choice of words allows the poet to designate the moon as either masculine 

or feminine. Still more conveniently for syllabo-tonic poetry, one of the 

words is stressed on the first syllable and the other on the second. In short, 

depending on the poet’s needs, “mesiats” and “luna” can be opposed or 

synonymous. 
Lermontov’s «Ka3a4ba KoJIbIOeIbHasd MECH (“Cossack Lullaby”), a poem 

in a stylized folk idiom, includes in its opening lines an image of the 

moon: 

Crm, MilajjéHel, MOM MpekpacHBli, 

Barouiku-Oar. 

THxo0 CMOTPHT MECH SACHBII 

B kompi0eub TROL. 

(Sleep, my beautiful baby, / Lullaby. / The bright moon looks quietly / Into your 

cradle.) 

A lullaby is a night poem, and it is hardly surprising that the moon is 

mentioned. In this case, Lermontov chooses ‘“‘mesiats”’ for its folk coloration. 

Despite the presence of a trope (personification), this is not a startling image, 
nor 1s it intended to be. 

Both “mesiats” and “luna” are found in Pushkin’s poem «bécpm (“The 

Demons”), written from the perspective of a traveler who gets lost in a 

snowstorm and suddenly finds himself surrounded by demons. Circularity 

(of motion and time) is a central theme, and Pushkin suggests this formally by 
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repeating a passage in the first, fourth, and seventh (final) stanzas: «Muatca 
TYUH, BbOTCA TYUH; / HepuqimMKor JtyHa / Ocpeulder cuér meTyuni® (“Dark 

clouds rush, dark clouds twirl; / The invisible moon / IIluminates the flying 

snow’’). In this “realistic” depiction, Pushkin writes about a “luna.” How- 
ever, in the penultimate stanza, innumerable demons appear «B MYTHOIt 

Mécalla urpé» (“in the turbid play of the moon”). At the moment when 

reality gives way to the supernatural, Pushkin switches to the more folkloric 
“mesiats.”” 

At other times, poets vary the expected image of the moon. Iazykov, in 

the spirited style characteristic of his student days, writes in the poem «K 
xamaty» (“To His Dressing Gown’): 

Hounoro HeOa mpe3suyeHT, 

JIyHa cuseT 300TAs; 

YcuHylla CyeTHOCTh MUpcKaa — 

He qpémiieT MbICJIALMM CTY ReHT. 

(The president of the night sky, / The golden moon shines; / Worldly vanity has fallen 

asleep —/ [But] the thinking student does not doze.) 

Iazykov aligns the student-philosopher with the moon, a comparison 

suggesting that the night is the time of profound thoughts. However, to 

understand this passage, it 1s essential to know that in the student slang of 

lazykov’s day, “president” was the word used to designate the leader of a 

drinking society. Hence the “traditional” image of the night sky is undercut 

by the amusing association of dissolute student life. 

Blok’s «He3Hakomxka» (“The Stranger’’) offers another image of the dis- 

solute moon. 

Hag 63epoM CKpHMAT YKJIOUMHEL, 

VV pa3aaétcs 2KeHCKHH BH3r, 

A B Hé0e, KO BCeMY IIPHY4eHHbIM, 

BeccMbicueHHO KPHBHTCA JHCK. 

(Oarlocks screech above the lake, / And a woman’s squeal resounds, / But in the sky, 

inured to everything, / The disc grimaces senselessly.) 

Blok uses neither “luna” nor “mesiats,” but opts for the geometric desig- 

nation “disc,” thus removing any hint of the romantic or supernatural. The 

accompanying verb “krivit'sia” has a double meaning: literally, it means 

to be crooked (it presumably depicts a crescent moon), but it also has the 

secondary meaning of “to grimace.” Blok is creating a scene of spiritual 

destitution, and he achieves this effect through the inclusion of a moon too 

jaded to care about the squalor it observes. 
Mayakovsky, in «FOOuméiiHoe» (“A Jubilee Poem”), in which he quite 

literally addresses Pushkin, calls up the traditional motif of the moon to 
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ingratiate himself with his predecessor. But he gives the topos a characteristic 

twist: 

B He6e BOH 

mryHa 

Takada MOONAA, 

4TO ee 

6e3 CIIYTHHKOB 

M BbIMYCKATb PHCKOBAaHHO. 

(Up there in the sky / the moon / is so young // that even to let her out / without 

companions / is risky.) 

Mayakovsky takes advantage of the feminine gender of “luna” and puns 

on several words: “molodaia” (the standard word for a “new” moon, but 

also, of course, the ordinary word for “young”’) and “sputnikov” (a term 

used for heavenly bodies but also for companions generally). The word order 

delays the humorous effect of this passage until the very end of the sentence 

(the last “step” of Mayakovsky’s idiosyncratic “stepladder” layout). Rather 

than offering a hackneyed paean to nature, Mayakovsky makes nature reflect 

a scene from human life, personifying the moon as an inexperienced girl 

who should not be allowed out without chaperones. 
«TBopyectTBo» (“Creation”), an early programmatic poem of the arch- 

symbolist Briusov, contains a truly unprecedented depiction of the moon. 

BcxoOauT Mécall OOHAXKEHHbIMN 

IIpu ma36peBon slyHe. . . 

(The naked moon [mesiats] rises by the azure light of the moon [luna]) 

This image provoked great mirth in Vladimir Soloviey, who found it 

“not only indecent, but also impossible, since ‘mesiats’ and ‘luna’ are simply 

two names for the same object.” Yet Briusov defended his choice, arguing 

that the poem itself was about the creative act, and that the true poet need 

not restrict himself to the material of mundane reality. His poem is full of 

oxymoron, synaesthesia, and other techniques that combine to evoke an 

atmosphere maximally distant from the quotidian world. In that context, 

the ““mesiats” can be taken to be the signal of poetic creation, which has an 

ontological status every bit as valid as the “luna” (the “standard” feature of 
a nocturnal scene). 

Genre 

We have already had occasion to speak about genre without particularly 

emphasizing the concept as such. Genre is simply a way of classifying forms 
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of artistic endeavor (e.g., the novel, the drama, the poem) into smaller groups 
(e.g., the detective story, the tragedy, the elegy). Such classifications, it should 
be emphasized, originate in the producers of art, not in the consumers. 
Classical composers do not by chance write for two violins, a viola, and 
a cello. Rather, they choose this combination of instruments with the full 
awareness that this is the standard string quartet. Since Haydn more or less 
canonized it, this instrumentation gave subsequent composers very precise 
ideas about what sort of music they should write. Granted, Mozart and 
Beethoven had stricter conceptions of string-quartet form than composers 
of the twentieth century. But even in the twenty-first century composers 
approach a string quartet differently than they would a piece for four random 
instruments. Likewise, no modern artist sits down and innocently draws a 
bowl of fruit. This image is inevitably linked to the traditional still life, 
and any artist in our day has in mind the models of earlier centuries. An 

essential element of genre (which partially explains its significance) is that it 

determines both the approach of the creator as well as the expectations of 

the audience. That is to say: if an autodidact who has miraculously avoided 
all contact with the history of art happens to sketch a bowl of fruit, viewers 

will still perceive this work as part of the lengthy tradition of still life. 

How did poetic genres originate? Most likely, they arose in response to 

basic emotional needs. The earliest poets were using language to celebrate, 

grieve, pray, convince, or simply to ponder, and they created the correspond- 

ing genres. In some sense, these same fundamental purposes have guided 

all subsequent poets, and this probably explains the tenacity with which 

genres outlive specific writers, historical epochs, and even national tradi- 

tions. However, the longevity of genre is more than just a tribute to the 

power of the emotions that first coalesced to form them. For once a genre is 

established, subsequent poets consciously assimilate and creatively adapt it. 
If new automobile makers do not reinvent the wheel, so new poets need 

not reinvent genres. There have been times when poets argue that the old 

forms must be totally discarded. Mayakovsky, as a self-proclaimed revolu- 

tionary, attempted to create new poetic genres like the march and even 

the order (prikaz). However, these remained isolated experiments; most 

of Mayakovsky’s work can be traced to previously existing generic models. 

Revolutionary or not, individual epochs and literary schools will favor some 

genres and reject others. For example, the ode had its heyday in Russia in 
the eighteenth century, then went into spectacular decline for much of the 

nineteenth, only to be revived (in spirit, if not in form) by Mayakovsky in 

the twentieth. 

The names of many poetic genres (e.g., epic, ode, elegy, ballad) are widely 

used and familiar even to people only vaguely aware of literary tradition. 

However, the precise definition of these terms is elusive — and not only to 
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neophytes. To begin with, it is not always evident what genre a given work 

represents. Even if the poet writes “ode” on the top of the page, there is 

no certainty that this poet has the identical conception of “ode” as previous 

poets. Ifa poem does not bear any genre designation, the complications only 

become greater. It may have several elements commonly associated with a 

genre, but lack others that are no less important. 

These questions must be confronted with every individual work, and they 

can rarely be fully resolved. Absolute consistency of usage would simplify 

this problem, but one cannot demand that poets strictly adhere to previously 

established norms. It is only logical that the creative tendencies that influence 

poetic form in general also apply to genre. That is to say: genre 1s inherently 

unstable. The conflicting imperatives of the new and the old ensure that, to 

some extent, each new work recreates the genre for itself. Moreover, a genre 

is rarely defined by a single feature, but by a combination of features. For 

interpretive purposes, it is sometimes less significant to categorize a poem 

definitively than it is to recognize qualities characteristic of certain genres 

and to see how they are employed or modified by individual poets. 

The value of such an approach should become evident in the second 

part of this book. Without attempting to sketch the entire history of any 

individual genre, we will simply choose a group of poems that are linked 

by common concerns (be they formal, thematic, or both). These poems 

are generally connected not in the sense of citation (where one explicitly 

responds to another), but in the sense of topoi, in that they present variations 

on a theme, implicitly invoking an unnamed — and perhaps unknown — 

model. By looking at a series of poems, one appreciates not merely the 

internal coherence and concentration that go into an individual work, but 

also the way each poem addresses and intersects with the tradition. 
Russians distinguish between «cTHxoTBOpeHve» and «mo3Ma», both of 

which are often rendered in English as “poem.” The former is a relatively 

short, usually lyric poem with a minimum of plot, while the latter is a length- 

ier work — often tens or even hundreds of pages long — with strong narrative 

tendencies, e.g., Pushkin’s «MéqHbIii BCAHUK» (“Bronze Horseman”). The 

ballad, the subject of Chapter Five, while generally considered a form of 

«CTHXOTBOpeHHe», can be seen as a sort of transitional genre. Though both 

types of poems are essential to the Russian literary tradition, the second part 

of the book will treat only «cTuxoTBopeHum, simply because the inclusion 

of «mo3Mbp» would entail reading passages out of context, a complication 

inappropriate for an introductory book. It should be kept in mind, however, 

that virtually all of the concepts and genres discussed in shorter poems are 

directly applicable to longer ones. 
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Ghapreds 

From the ode to the elegy (and beyond) 

VH3 naMatTu M3rpbi3IM Tob, 

3a uTé H KTO B XOTHHE Mas, 

Ho népBpiii 3ByK XOTHHCKOHM ObI 

Ham népBbIM KPHKOM 2KM3HH Cras. 

Buagucnas Xogacesuy, «He 4MGom JM YeTbIpeXCTONHbIM» 

The years have gnawed away from memory, 

Who fell at Khotin and for what, 

But the first sound of the Khotin ode 

Became our the first cry of life. 

Vladislav Khodasevich, “Not in iambic tetrameter” 

From the vantage point of the twenty-first century, the Russian eighteenth- 

century ode seems a forbidding and inaccessible genre. The poems are with- 

out exception long, the language archaic, the subjects political, the tone 

jingoistic and/or sycophantic. However, when placed in its literary, histor- 

ical, and sociological context, this poetry can become fascinating and even 

aesthetically interesting. What the eighteenth-century odists were doing in 

the cultural sphere was no less ambitious than what Peter the Great had done 

in the political arena a few decades earlier. This was an attempt to bring a 

backward, isolated country into the modern age, to take what the West had 

to offer and adapt it to specifically Russian needs. 
Before the eighteenth century, Russia had no viable secular literature. If 

such a tradition was to take root, it could only do so with the support of the 

ruling institutions. The Church, skeptical of the value of literacy beyond 
religious texts, was unsympathetic. So the would-be poet needed to enlist 

the support of the sovereign. The most logical way to do this was to write 

verse that would instill patriotic feelings and — not coincidentally — reverence 

for the monarch. 
The solemn ode, a poem of praise devoted to an event or personage 

of great distinction, was the eighteenth-century genre of choice. Every- 

thing about the ode was expected to be grandiose — the form, the lexicon, 

the style and, of course, the subject. It is indicative of the genre that the 

65 
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title of Lomonosov’s seminal “Khotin Ode” contains almost twenty words: 

«Ona 6iaxKeHHbia WAMATH PocyqapbiHe uMMepatpriue AnHe ModHHoBHe Ha 

no6ély Hall TYpKamMu u TaTapamMu u Ha B3HTMe XoTHHa 1739 roa» — 

“Ode to Her Majesty Empress Anna Ioannovna of Blessed Memory on 

the Victory over the Turks and Tatars and the Taking of Khotin in the Year 

1739.” (Actually, this was the title when Lomonosov first published this 

poem in 1751; the earliest version — lost to posterity — would presumably 

not have included the phrase “of blessed memory,” since Anna was still 

alive.) 

Historically speaking, the battle of Khotin proved insignificant, yet 

Lomonosov’s ode on the subject set the standard for Russian poetry for 

decades — and in some respects, for centuries. 

Bocropr BHe3alIHbI YM IJIeHV, 

BezéT Ha Bépx ropbi BbICOKON, 

Ie BeTp B JIecax IlyMéTb 3a0bLI; 

B gonmne TumIMHA rryO6KOoH. 

BuHuMas HEYTO, KHOU MOJTYHT, 

Koropoit 3aBceraa *KYPUHT 

Vc WIYMOM BHM C XOJIMOB CTpeMHTCaA. 

JIaBpOBbI BbIOTCA TAM BEHIBI, 

Tam CJIYX CielIMT BO BCE KOHIIBI; 

Jtameue 2bIM B MOIAX KypHTca. 

He [vn mM m0, HOraMn 3pr0? 

Al CUIBILLLY UMCTHIX CECTP My3biky! 

TlepmMécckuM xKapoM 4 Trop, 

Teky MOcrIGHIHO K OHBIX JIMKY. 

BpayeOuolt 140 MHE BODHI: 

Vicneéri u Bcé 3a6yab TpyBl; 

YmMon pocou Kacranpekon oun, 

Upes crémb UW ropbi B36p mpocrpHi 

Vs ayx cBoi K TéM cTpaHaM BrepH, 

Ige BcxOZuUT ZéHb 10 TEMHOM HOUH. 

(A sudden rapture captivated my mind / It leads to the top of a tall mountain, / 

Where the wind has forgotten to make noise in the forests; / In the deep vale there 

is silence. / Perceiving something, the spring is silent, / Which always gurgles / And 
rushes noisily downwards from the hills. / There laurel crowns are wound, / There 
one hastens to hear all around; / In the distance smoke rises in the fields. // Do 
I not behold Pindus beneath me? / I hear the music of the pure sisters! / I burn 
with the fire of Permessus / I go hurriedly to their assembly. / They have given 
me healing water: / Drink it and forget all difficulties; / Wash your eyes in the 
Castalian dew, / Stretch your gaze through steppe and mountains / And press 
your soul toward those countries, / Where the day [first] rises after the dark 
night.) 
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Lomonosov’s complete ode consists of twenty eight ten-line stanzas, of 

which the first two are cited above. His stanzaic form, adapted from Western 

European models, soon became canonical for Russian odes. The meter 

(Lomonosov’s major innovation, borrowed from German verse) is iambic 

tetrameter. The distinctive rhyme scheme consists of a quatrain (a-B-a-B), 

followed by a couplet (c-c), followed by a quatrain with a different rhyme 

scheme from the initial one (D-e-e-D). This rhyme scheme, based on French 

odes, had already been used in Russia by Trediakovsky (see Chapter Eight), 

but never with the alternating masculine/feminine rhymes, the standard 

pattern after Lomonosov. (Other poets, and Lomonosov himself, would 

from time to time vary the stanzaic form, but the general outline — ten 

lines of alternating rhymes composed of two quatrains and a couplet — 

remained fixed.) As is typical of early Lomonosov, pyrrhic feet are rare. It 

has been suggested that the relatively few lines with less than four stresses 

in “Khotin” (e.g., lines 4 and 6 in the above excerpt) were added when 

Lomonosov reworked his ode for publication. 
According to the French neo-classicist Nicolas Boileau, who influenced 

the Russians as both a theoretician and a practicing poet, the ode was char- 

acterized by “beau désordre” (“beautiful disorder,” or, in Trediakovsky’s 

excellent rendering, «KpacHbmi GecnopaqoK»). The inspired poet, in keep- 

ing with the powerful emotions he sought to portray, was supposed to 

introduce a certain degree of confusion — albeit structured and even elegant 

confusion — to his verse. The confusion in Lomonosov’s stanzas 1s immedi- 

ately palpable. Though the title informs us that the poem will be devoted to 

a specific battle, neither Russia nor her foes are mentioned in the first two 

stanzas. Rather than military preparations, we encounter the poet himself, 

not the biographical Lomonosoy, to be sure, but a sort of archetypal vision- 

ary poet. The first word (‘‘vostorg” — “rapture’’) sets the tone, with the poet 

being led up high, presumably to observe from this elevated vantage point 

the epic battle that will transpire. (Mountains are the traditional locus of the 

sublime, that state of amazed joy tinged with fear so appropriate for battle 

scenes.) The second stanza, beginning with a rhetorical question (a frequent 

trope in this ode and in odes in general), introduces a series of explicit ref 

erences to ancient Greece (e.g., the “chistykh sestr” are the muses, Pindus 

a mountain range, Permessus a river), through which the modern Russian 

odist transparently affiliates himself with his ancient counterparts. 

Only in the third stanza does the poet abruptly turn to the true subject 

of his ode: 

Kopda6nb kak sApbix BOJIH CpeiH, 

Koropbie xoTsat MOKpbITH 

BexuT, CpbIBasad C HX BepbXH, 

IIpervit c nyTH ceO# CKJIOHHTH; 
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Cenda méHa BKpyr LYMHT, 

B myuvine cméy erd ropuT, 

K poccniickon cre Tak CTpeMATCA, 

Kpyr6M o66éxaB, ThMbI TaTap; 

Cxppipdet HéO0 KOHCKON Tp! 

UTo * B TOM? CTpeMr14B 6e3 YU BaJIATCA. 

(Like a ship among furious waves, / Which want to cover it / Rushes on, cutting off 

their tips, / Not allowing itself to be turned aside; / The gray foam sounds all around, / 

Its track burns in the abyss, / So swarms of Tatars surge toward the Russian force / 

Riding all around it / The horses’ steam covers the sky! / And what of it? The soulless 

ones crash down headlong.) 

This stanza introduces the antagonists, but indirectly, through the use of 

an extended simile (also known as “epic simile” because of its frequent use in 
the epics of Homer, Vergil, and Dante). The Russians are likened to a boat, 

the hordes of Tatars — infidels, therefore “without souls” — to the waves that 

attempt to push it off course. However, Lomonosov’s presentation comphi- 

cates this image considerably. The basic grammatical expression “kak . . . tak” 

(‘Gust as... so”) is hardly unusual, yet by placing both the “kak” and the 

“tak” as the second elements of a clause (rather than the first), Lomonosov 

radically alters standard Russian syntax. Moreover, the lengthy vehicle of 

his simile (the boat) appears before the tenor (the Russian army). No reader 

or listener could possibly understand the comparison until the seventh line 

of the stanza. In fact, the obvious assumption (a false one, as it turns out) 

would be that the ship referred to in the first line is literal rather than fig- 

urative. This misleading signal is part of the odic strategy — the grandeur of 

the subject matter astonishes the poet himself, who transmits his excitement 

in an emotionally charged, somewhat wild language that his audience must 

struggle to comprehend. 

When indirect expression is a goal, figurative language becomes essential. 

Not surprisingly, then, Lomonosov’s ode serves as a virtual compendium 

of tropes. Describing the patriotic zeal of the Russian soldiers, he uses 

hyperbole: «?KemdeT BCAK IIpOUIMTb 6c10 KpOBb» — “Everyone desires to shed 

all his blood” (italics added). At moments of especially high emotion, he 

apostrophizes them: «Ho BaM He MOxeT TO BpegliTh, / O poccpl, Bac cam pOK 

noxppitb / Kender zu cuacrmmpoit Annpp (“But this cannot harm you / 

O Russians, fate itself wishes / To defend you for fortunate Anna”). In 

fact, Lomonosov apostrophizes any number of people and things: not only 

Ruussia’s soldiers, but also the enemy’s soldiers, Pindar (the long dead odist of 
antiquity), Anna (the living sovereign), Russia, Istanbul, etc. To enliven the 

battle scenes, he frequently uses a grammatical construction whereby a plural 

subject (more precisely: two singular nouns connected by the conjunction 
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“and”’) takes a singular verb, e.g., «OT posy méc u Oper ApoxKNT» (“From 

the cry forest and shore shakes” [rather than “‘shake”]) or «IlycrtHs, s1éc 4 

BO3yx BOeT» (“Desert, forest, and air howls” [rather than “howl’]). This 

grammatical “error” not only gives the impression of spontaneity and high 

emotion; it also points to its source in Greek epic, yet another way of 

showing the poet’s kinship with Homer and of claiming Khotin as a direct 

descendent of Troy. To achieve beautiful disorder, Lomonosov incorporates 
one of the most radical tropes, zeugma, whereby a single verb governs two 

or more mutually exclusive nouns. For example, when the enemy flees, 

Lomonosov describes them as «3a0bIB M Meu, HM CTAaH, HM CTI» (“Having 

forgotten sword, camp, and shame”). One can forget a sword, and one can 

forget shame, but the first is a literal usage and the second a figurative one. 

When these two nouns are yoked to a single verb, the effect 1s startling. 

(Zeugma is often found in comic passages, though not in Lomonosov.) In 

this instance, Lomonosov augments the effect through alliteration, bringing 

together in sound the illogical combination of “stan” and “styd.” Likewise, 

the image of peaceful Russia — which exists thanks to the valor of Russia’s 

army — relies on zeugma: «C mumeHnMoli rmé MOKOM HacéaH» (“Where peace 

is sown with wheat”). This line again demonstrates how readily Lomonosov 

departs from standard Russian syntax, since he places “gde” as the second 

sentence element. 
Lomonosov’s ode contains the requisite scenes of carnage, but it is much 

more than battle description. Indeed, the battle is constantly interrupted by 

commentary of various sorts. Peter the Great and Ivan the Terrible make a 

cameo appearance in stanzas 9-12 to congratulate Anna on continuing their 

great work in extending Russia’s frontiers. The morning after the decisive 

battle (stanza 18), Phoebus Apollo accompanies the “golden finger of dawn” 

(«3naTOi yxe eHHMIbI MépeT», a transparent allusion to the “rosy-fingered 

dawn” of Homeric epic), admiring the devastation that the Russian troops 

have wrought. The final few stanzas move from the martial to the pastoral, 

praising the peace that the battle of Khotin has ensured. The poem concludes 

with the humility topos, whereby the poet asks the sovereign to excuse 

his inadequacy for attempting the monumental task of singing Russia’s 

glory. 

Lomonosov was particularly attentive to the sound quality of his verse. 

The opening quatrain of the sixth stanza demonstrates several key features: 

3a XOMbI, Pe Masala XTAOb 

JI bio, riénes, mu1dMeHb, CMépTb pbiraer, 

3a Turp, Cram6yn, cBovix 3arpa6p, 

Uto kamun c Geperds canpaert [. . .] 
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(Beyond the hills, where the burning abyss / Belches smoke, ash, flame, death / 

Beyond the Tigris, which tears rocks from the shores, / O Istanbul, remove your 

own [troops] [. . .]) 

The second line contains five stresses, an unusual effect in tetrameter verse. 

Lomonosov “weighs” down this line, presumably to emphasize the horrors 

of the abyss which he enumerates. Another means of slowing the actual 

reading is the use of consonant clusters. Lomonosov complicates the texture 

by including barely pronounceable combinations like “Za Tigr, Stambul.” 

Tongue-twisters of this type are hardly exceptional; in the opening stanzas 
cited earlier, we find other examples: “vétr v leskh” and “séstr muzyku.” 

Two elements contribute to the inordinately high number of realized stresses 

and directly affect the sound of the verse: Lomonosov’s distaste for “polno- 

glasie” (in the clusters mentioned above he prefers “‘vetr” to “veter,” “sestr” 

to “sester’’) and his predilection for using short adjectives non-predicatively 

(e.g., “paliashcha khliab'” instead of “‘paliashchaia khliab'”). Both of these 

factors increase the proportion of consonants to vowels. Even without them, 

however, Lomonosov is especially partial to alliteration, e.g., in the above 

passage: ‘“kholmy . . . khliab',” “pépel . . . plamen',” “rygaet, Tigr, zagrab’, 

beregov.” This thick consonantal sound texture, together with the elevated 

diction, fractured syntax, and variety of tropes, give a highly distinctive flavor 

to a genre whose themes are largely predictable. 

In the hands of a particularly resourceful poet, even the themes could 

be made interesting. Derzhavin wrote «®emmua» (“Felitsa”) for the usual 

reasons: to flatter the sovereign, Catherine the Great. In this he succeeded 

admirably — Catherine rewarded him with a diamond-encrusted snuftbox. 

The poem’s florid exordium (the second stanza is cited below) clearly displays 
an allegiance to the odic tradition: 

Iloman, Penna! HacraBiéHse: 

Kak MTIBILUHO M1 1paBAHBO KTS, 

Kak ykKpomlaTb CTpacréi BOJIHeHbe 

VW cudcrauBbim Ha cBéTe ObITB? 

Mens TBO rosoc BO30yx der, 

Meus TBOM ChIH TIpelpoBOx*KTAeT; 

Ho vim TlocméqoBaTp #1 cma6. 

Marsch xKMTEMCKOH CyeTr, 

Cero Ha BIACTBY1O COO61, 

A 3aBTpa MIpuxoTsam 4 pad. 

(Give me, 0 Felitsa, instruction: / How can one live gloriously and truthfully, / How 
can one tame the excitement of the passions / And be happy on earth? / Your voice 
moves me, / Your son guides me; / But I am too weak to follow them. / Confused by 
life’s vanity, / Today I am master of myself / But tomorrow I am a slave to whims. ) 
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In terms of meter and rhyme, Derzhavin’s odic stanza conforms exactly 

to the standard set by Lomonosov. He also retains the basic paradigm of 

flawless sovereign and unworthy poet. In this case, the poet presents himself 

as a supplicant, admitting his faults and seeking edification. Hence the poem 

contains a characteristically strong didactic element. 

The most striking changes from Lomonosov can be found in the passages 

where the poet focuses not on the sovereign, but on himself: 

A 4, TIpOcnaBlun 1O MOYLHH, 

Kypro Ta0ak ut Kobe TBH; 

ITpeoOpaiasa B npa3qHuK Oy HH, 

KpyxKy B XHMépax MBICJIb MOW: 

To miéH OT TépcoB TOXMMAtO, 

To cTpéuIbI K TYpKaM OOpaLaro; 

To, BO3MeUTAB, UTO A CyJITAH, 

BcenéHHy ycTpallato B3ris,0M; 

To BApyr, Mpesbilasca HapAOM, 

Cxkauy K MOpTHOMy 110 KadTau. 

Vim B nupy 1 mpeOoratom, 

Tae mpa3aqHuk JIA MeHs Dawn, 

Tye Oménler cT6n cpeOpomM u 3aTOM, 

Tye Thict4uM pa3zIMUHBIXx 61100; 

Tam cidBHbiii GKOpOK BecT*paIBCKON, 

Tam 3BéHbA pbiObl aCTpaxaHCKOH, 

Tam m16B HM WMpork Cros, 

IamndanckuM Badin 3anuBar; 

Vi Bcé Ha cpéTe 3a0bIBat0 

Cpedb BMH, ClacTéi M apomar. 

(But I, having slept until noon, / Smoke tobacco and drink coffee; / Turning working 

days into holidays / I let my thoughts wander in chimeras; / Now I steal captives 

from the Persians / Now I turn my fire on the Turks; / Now, dreaming that I am the 

sultan, /I frighten the universe with my glance; / Now, suddenly tempted by clothing, / 

I skip to the tailor for a kaftan. // Or at a splendid feast, / Where a celebration 

is made for me, / Where the table shines with silver and gold, / Where there are 

thousands of sundry dishes; / There is the famous Westphalian ham / There are 

chains of Astrakhan fish, / There is pilaf and pies, / I wash down Belgian waffles with 

champagne; / And I forget everything on earth, / Among the wines, the sweets, and the 

fragrances.) 

The emphatic use of anaphora (“Gde... Gde... Gde... Tam... ‘Tam... 

Tam .. .”) and alliterations (e.g., “kuriu tabak i kofe,” “preobrashchaia v 

prazdnik,” “plen ot persov pokhishchaiu,” etc.) are perfectly in keeping 

with the style of the solemn ode. The tropes are also expected in odic style: 

hyperbole (‘‘tysiachi razlichnykh bliud” [thousands of sundry dishes]), chias- 

mus (“kuriu tabak i kofe p'iu”). Yet the passage could hardly be confused 
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with Lomonosov. To begin with, there are any number of words of distinctly 

non-Russian origin that would have been anathema to Lomonosov’s highly 

prized lexical unity. Not only are they associated with mundane activ- 

ities (eating, sleeping, drinking), but their very precision would have 

shocked those accustomed to traditional odes. For example, the general term 

“nariad” would be acceptable in a Lomonosov ode, but the specific “kaftan” 

would not. Indeed, the entire line «Ckayy k noprHOmy mo KadTan» (I skip 

to the tailor for a kaftan) would be unthinkable. It is instructive to compare 

it with Lomonosov’s «Texy mocnémmHo kK OHbIX mMky» (I go hurriedly to 

their assembly), where the word order is scrambled and where every indi- 

vidual word is archaic. In passages like this, Derzhavin “domesticates” the 

ode. If Lomonosov sought a language maximally distanced from everyday 

life, Derzhavin takes significant steps in the direction of the vernacular. 

In terms of genre, the truly innovative element of Derzhavin’s poem was 

perhaps more evident to his contemporaries than to today’s readers. The “I” 

of “Felitsa” is, despite the specificity of detail, not the poet himself. Rather, 

it is a composite of Catherine’s courtiers, whose vices were instantly recog- 

nizable to the audience of that time. In this way, Derzhavin’s ode borders on 

satire. This hybrid nature of the genre corresponds to any other number of 

hybrids, for Derzhavin routinely mixed the high and the low, the serious and 

the comic. Ina typical display of lexical and aural repetition, Derzhavin lauds 

Catherine for her ability to make «M3 pasHormacna cormacbe» (“agreement 

from disagreement,” or “harmony from disharmony’’). The same could be 

said of Derzhavin’s own poetics. 

The most distinctive departure from Lomonosov’s norms occurred not 

in Derzhavin, but in the poets of the early nineteenth century. In their 

work, the elegy becomes the prominent genre, displacing the odic stanza 

and stance. The Russian elegy is defined not by obligatory formal features, 

but by its style. In a programmatic essay, Batiushkov introduced this new 

ideal (which he called «nérkaa m053um [“‘light poetry”]) by juxtaposing 

it to epic and heroic verse: “In grand genres the reader, fascinated by the 

description of passions, blinded by the liveliest colors of poetry, can forget 

its imperfections and unevenness, and he greedily hearkens to the inspired 

poet... Ina light genre of verse the reader demands the utmost perfection, 

purity of expression, harmony of style, malleability, flow; he demands truth 

in feelings . . . because his attention is not diverted in any powerful way.” In 

short, Batiushkov’s vision of “grand genres” corresponds closely to the ode 

and its ideal of “beautiful disorder.” However, what for the ode is a virtue is 
for light genres a vice. In the latter, everything must be carefully balanced; 
it cannot afford any rough edges. Batiuskhov’s «Moit rénuit (“My Spirit”) 
gives a good sense of the new poetic values: 
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O mlamsarb cépaua! Th! CHIBHEM 

Paccyaka maMsaTu medabHoH, 

Vs uadcro cmaqocrb1o cBoéi 

Mena B cTpaHe MJIeHACIIb AJIbHOH. 

SI MOMHEO POJIOC MVUJIBIX CJIOB, 

A mOMuHt0 64 rosryObtie, 

SA MOMHt0 JIOKOHBI 3u1aTHIe 

HeOpexKHO BbIOIIUXCH BIACOB. 

Moéii mactymiku HecpaBHeHHoH 

A MOMH?O Bech HapsA Mpocrony, 

Vi 60pa3 Miibiii, He3aOBeHHBIII, 

Tlopcroay crpaHcTByeT CO MHOI. 

Xpanitetb reHnit MOH — HOOOBBIO 

B yréxy aH pa3ilyKe OH: 

3acHy Jib? IpHHMKHeT K H3POJIO BbIO 

VW sycnaaut meuasibHbiit CoH. 

(O memory of the heart! you are more powerful / Than the sad memory of reason, / 

And often with your sweetness / You captivate me in a distant land. / I remember 

the voice of dear words, / I remember blue eyes, / I remember golden locks / Of 

carelessly curled hair. / I remember the entire simple attire / Of my incomparable 

shepherdess, / And her dear, unforgotten image / Travels everywhere with me. / My 

guardian spirit — by love / It is given in consolation for parting: / Do I fall asleep? it 

bends to the head of my bed / And sweetens the sad dream.) 

Batiushkov’s poem consists of four quatrains (not set off graphically, but 

marked by punctuation and rhyme) of iambic tetrameter. While iambs are 

not obligatory in an elegy, they do tend to predominate, just as they did 

in the ode. In contrast to the ode, however, the stanzaic structure, rhyme 

scheme, and number of feet per line vary widely from elegy to elegy. In this 

poem, Batiushkov uses alternating rhymes (a-B-a-B at the beginning, A-b- 

A-b later) except in lines 5-8, where he uses a “ring” structure (a-B-B-a). 

“My Spirit” shares certain figures of speech with the ode: it opens with an 

apostrophe and contains a lengthy anaphora. It also relies on alliteration (e.g., 

“serdtse ... sil'nei. . . rassudka”) and assonance (e.g., the shift from stressed 

“4 to “o” in the lines: «Men# B crpané myleH#ellb WambHOli. / 1 MOMHIO 

60 MIUIBIX COB» and even an important wordplay in “strane/stranstvuet.” 

Yet it lacks the ode’s more radical tropes (e.g., epic simile, zeugma, gram- 

matical “errors”). Most strikingly, Batiushkov’s subject is neither a battle 

nor a virtuous sovereign, but the poet himself and his love for an unnamed 

woman (the “genii” of the title). Though physically separated, she continues 

to be present in spirit. The opening lines, which set the memory of the heart 

(feeling) against that of the mind (reason) are essential to understanding the 

emotional substrate of this poetry. Intimate feelings had no place in the ode, 
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but they are the essence of the elegy. Dream, that most personal of spheres, 

is where Batiushkov’s poem ends. 
Readers familiar with English poetry often assume that all elegies are med- 

itations on death. In the Russian tradition, such an association is not entirely 

wrong. After all, Zhukovsky’s influential translation of Thomas Gray’s “Elegy 

in a Country Churchyard” ushered in an entire “graveyard school” of Rus- 

sian poets. Still, death was by no means a defining feature of the Russian 

elegy. Far more often these poems were about loss, and, more specifically, 

the poet’s emotional response to it. In the Batiushkov example, physical loss 

has been transformed into spiritual gain. Batiushkov’s contemporaries con- 

sidered “My Spirit” an elegy, but we might just as fairly call it a love poem 

(which was, historically, a subgenre of elegy). Indeed, lines 5-8 include one 

of the most traditional features of love poetry: the blazon, a catalogue of the 

beloved’s physical qualities (her eyes, her hair, her clothes, her face). The 

reference to a shepherdess should not be taken literally; it, too, points to 

a genre, the classical tradition of pastoral, which was populated by happy 

couples of shepherds and shepherdesses. 

One of the essential elements of the Russian elegy is the lexicon. In 

a poem as short as “My Spirit,” it is remarkable how many words recur: 

“pamiat'” (memory), “pechal'nyi” (sad), ““~pomniu” (I remember), “milyi” 

(dear), “sladki1” (sweet), implicit in the form of “sladost'” (sweetness) and 

“usladit” (sweetens). These words have been called “word-signals,” the sug- 
gestion being that they indicate the Russian elegiac style more certainly than 

any specific theme or meter. In fact, virtually every adjective in this poem 

could classify as a “word-signal” of the elegiac school. After the unabashedly 

turgid language of the eighteenth-century ode, the limited vocabulary of 
the elegy stands out all the more starkly. 

The young Pushkin was profoundly influenced by the elegiac school. 
«ITpooyxgeHne» (“Awakening”), written a year after Batiushkov’s poem, 
shares Batiushkov’s theme of sleep and love. Pushkin himself categorized 
the poem as an elegy. 

Meurtbl, MeuTsi, Dreams, dreams 

Tye Bama craqocrn? Where is your sweetness? 

Ie Ti, re THI, Where are you, where are you, 

Hounds pagocrb? Night’s joy? 

Wcuésnyin 6n, It disappeared, 
Becésbii con, The happy dream, 

V1 ogunoxnit And alone 

Bo TpMé riyO6Kon In deep darkness 

Al mpoOyx HEH. I am awakened. 



Kpyrom nocrémm 

Hemaa HOub. 

Baur oxsayésmn, 

Bmur yseTém 

Tosm6r0 npd6ub 

Jlro6sn Meuranpa. 

Ene momHa 

Jyuia xendnpsa 
Vs nosurt cua 

BocnoMuHaHba. 

JI1066Bp, 111066B5, 

BHeMIJIM MOJIGHbA: 

Tlommuivi MHe BHOBb 

CBon BUEHbA, 

Hi noyrpy, 
BHOBb yMOCHHBIM, 

Ilyckaii ympy 

Henpooyx JéHHBIN. 
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Around my bed 

There is mute night. 

The yearnings of love 

Suddenly went cold, 

Suddenly flew 

Away in a throng. 

The soul still 

Is full of desire 

And tries to catch 

The recollections of sleep. 

Love, love, 

Hearken to my entreaty: 

Send me again 

Your visions, 

And in the morning, 

Again enraptured, 

Let me die 

Unawakened. 

ES 

Pushkin’s poem is written in the unusual form of iambic dimeter, which 

causes the rhymes to come at an unusually rapid pace (almost every second 

word). The poem is astrophic, which is to say that it does not break down 

into a predictable pattern of quatrains or couplets. This “looser” structure 

may be motivated by the theme of dreams, which wander freely from one 

thought to the next. Like the Batiushkov elegy, this, too, is a love poem. 

Love is associated with sleep and memory, lost love with wakefulness. These 

associations explain the paradoxical final line of the poem: since waking 

implies the end of love, the poet asks to die ‘“unawakened” in order to 

remain with his beloved. 

After the hegemony of the ode, the elegy forced Russian poets to be 

precise, to concentrate their means of expression and thematic range. Such 

changes offered new directions and brought about some excellent poetry, 

yet the limitations of the Russian elegy were evident almost from its incep- 

tion. The restrictive lexicon and the stylized protagonist were criticized by 

those unsympathetic to the school and, in time, even by some of its leading 

practitioners. While elements of elegiac diction remained dear to Pushkin 

throughout his life, it is remarkable how far he moved from the elegiac 

speaker and his repetitive vocabulary. In his novel in verse Eugene Onegin, 

Pushkin repeated the elegiac clichés in his unflattering portrait of Vladimir 

Lensky and, in particular, in the elegy that Lensky pens the night before 

his death (chapter six, stanzas 21 and 22). In an authorial intrusion in that 

same chapter (stanza 44), Pushkin cites — and seemingly repudiates — his 

own elegiac period: 
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Meurtbi, Meurbi! re Balla Ca OCTb? 

Ie, BéuHaa K He pudpMa, middocmb? 

YKEIb MU BIPABAY HAKOHEL 

YBSUI, YBAI eC BEHEL? 

YKEIb UM BIIPAMb HB CAMOM JlésIe, 

bes serv ueckux 3aTen, 

BecHa MOMX MpoMuaslach THE 

(Ato A WyTA TBeEpAM Wocese?) 

(Dreams, dreams! Where is your sweetness? / Where is its eternal rhyme, youth? / Is 

it possible and for real finally / That its wreath has withered, withered? / Is it indeed 

possible in fact / Without elegiac flourishes, / That the spring of my days has rushed 

by / [As I have until now repeated in jest?]) 

These verses transparently allude to Pushkin’s own «IIpo6yxaéHne» 

(“Awakening,”), written a decade earlier. Now, however, the elegiac mask 

has been removed. Rather than a stylized portrayal of lost youth (a favorite 

elegiac topos), Pushkin breaks with convention, insisting that his mourn- 

ing over lost youth is no longer a pose. This unconventional approach to 

a conventional theme is achieved largely through lexicon. He mixes the 

canonic “word-signals” of the traditional elegy (e.g., “mechty” [dreams] 

“uvial” [withered]) with colloquialisms alien to the elegiac style (“Uzhel' i 

vpriam' 1 v samom dele” [Is it indeed possible in fact]). If the first lines 

of «[pooyxménne» (“Mechty, mechty, / Gde vasha sladost'?” [Dreams, 
dreams, / Where is your sweetness?]) were meant to be taken at face value, 
their repetition here serves an entirely different function. As a citation, it 
sends the reader back to the earlier text and context in order to question 
their validity. In a typical elegy, the rhyme of “sladost'” and “mladost'” 
would pass by unnoticed. However, Pushkin specifically draws attention to 
its hackneyed quality (the italics are his), thereby undercutting the apparent 
logic that conjoins the two concepts. 

Another way of gauging Pushkin’s turn away from the elegy is to look 
at a later poem on a similar subject. In his «Cruxni, counHeHHBIe HOUBIO BO 
Bpema Oecc6HHUUbPy (“Verses Composed at Night at a Time of Sleepless- 
ness”), the mature Pushkin does not explicitly renounce his earlier elegiac 
self, but he nonetheless reveals an entirely new authorial stance and poetic 
idiom. 

Mué ne cnires, HéT Orns; 

Beroay Mpak u COH LOKYUHBIIL. 

XO 4acOB JIM OJHO3BY4UHDbIM 

Pa3yaétca O13 MeHA, 

Ilapku O40be Menerante, 

Cnsaiuei HOun TpeneTaHpe, 

JKU3HH MbIMIbA GerOTHA . . . 
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TO TpeBOxKHIIb ThI MeHs? 

UTo Thi 3HA4MIIb, CKYUHbIM WEMOT? 

YKOpH3Ha WIM POnOT 

Muoit yrpayenHoro Hs? 

OT MeHA YerO ThI XOUEIIB? 

Tbi 30BelIb WIM MpOpOdHLIb? 

SI nonarp Tes xouy, 

Cmpica 4B TeO€ HULy.. . 

(I can’t sleep, there is no light; / Everywhere darkness and dreary sleep. / Only the 

monotonous movement of the clock / Sounds near me, / The old woman’s babbling 

of Fate, / The trembling of sleeping night, / The mouse’s bustle of life. . . / Why 

do you trouble me? / What do you mean, boring whisper? / Are you a reproach or 

a regret / Of the day wasted by me? / What do you want from me? / Do you call or 

prophesy? / I want to understand you, / I seek meaning in you. . .) 

The poem’ title is reminiscent of the eighteenth century, when “Verses 

composed during . . .” were common (e.g., Lomonosov’s «CTuxH, 

COUHHEHHbIe Ha Lopore B Ieteprdd» — “Verses Composed on the Road to 

Peterhof”’). However, Pushkin’s poem has an urgency that separates it both 

from the eighteenth century and from the elegiac school of the early nine- 

teenth. Neither the vocabulary nor the imagery is expected. The trochaic 

tetrameter lines themselves stand out against the background of elegiac 

iambs. Particularly striking stylistically is the string of metaphors in lines 

5-7, which adds a new dimension to the darkness described in the opening 

lines. These metaphors are linked to the concrete depiction of darkness and 

sound that preceded them, but they show the lyric persona’s tendency to 

interpret reality. The only sound in the first few lines is that of a clock, yet 

from this emerges the “lepetan'e” (“babbling”) of Fate itself. The image 

“Zhizni mysh'ia begotnia” (“The mouse’s bustle of life”) implies that a 

mouse is truly present (the “realia” of the poem), but, even if this is the 

case, an interpretive leap is necessary to recognize the movement of life 

itself in this aimless scurrying. The three metaphors end in ellipsis, suggest- 

ing the sudden shift in thought that occurs immediately thereafter. A series 

of questions follows, addressed to a mysterious “ty.” Until this point, the 

poem was focused on the “ia,” and there was no reason to expect a “ty.” 

The “ty” appears to be a conflation of all the previous impressions, and 

the poet’s turn to it an attempt to make sense of the world beyond. The 

questions, in which “ty” is invariably the subject, lead to a couplet in which 

a remarkable reversal takes place. In this final statement, the “1a” takes cen- 

ter stage, relegating “ty” to the accusative and prepositional cases, positions 

grammatically and logically subservient. The poet has taken control of the 

negativity and mystery that confounded him in the opening lines. This is not 

a formulaic poem on the subject of loss, but a struggle with the unknown 
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that — despite the formal exactitude that makes any poem a carefully con- 

structed artifact — comes across as both spontaneous and deeply personal. The 

concluding ellipsis can be interpreted either as an aporia (a break because 

the argument can go no further) or, conceivably, as sleep, a more mundane 

resolution of the poet’s despair. In any case, the clear-cut conclusion of the 

elegy is replaced by an attempt to comprehend and thus control external 

reality. 
After Pushkin’s verses, sleeplessness became a common theme of Russian 

poetry. In what is generally regarded as its most memorable expression, 

Mandel'shtam brings together a host of new — and old — associations. 

Becconuuua. Pomep. Tyrie mapyca. 

A cnvicok KopabnéH mpoyen oO cepex HEI: 

Ceili IMHHDbIM BbIBOOK, Celi 16e3, *KYpaBJINHBbIi, 

Uro Hay Dao KOrLA-TO MOMHAICA. 

Kak 2KypaBJIMHbIM KIIMH B 4y2%Ke pyOexKH — 

Ha romoBax yapéi OoxécTBeHHas MéHa — 

Kya mpipéte sbi? Koraa Opr He Enéna, 

Urto Tpoa Bam ona, axélickue MyKH? 

VW mope, u Tomép — Bcé WBMxKeTCH HOOOBBIO. 

Koro xe caryuiaTb MHé? H Bot Tomép Mosunt, 

VW Mope uépHoe, BUTHMCTBYA, WIyMUT 

Vc TKKUM FPOXOTOM MOAXOAHT K H3roIOBbO. 

(Sleeplessness. Homer. Taut sails. / I read the list of ships to the middle: / This long 

brood, this procession of cranes, / That once rose up above Hellas. // Like a wedge 

of cranes into foreign shores —/ Divine foam on the tsars’ heads — / Where are you 

sailing? If there were no Helen, / What is Troy alone to you, Achaean men? // The 

sea and Homer — everything is moved by love. / But whom am I to listen to? Now 

Homer is silent / And the black sea, orating, makes noise / And with a heavy crash 

approaches the head of my bed.) 

“Sleeplessness” is written in iambic hexameter with caesura after the third 

foot, a form Mandel'shtam used with insistent frequency in poems about 

antiquity. As in so much of his work, the primary focus is the continuity 

of tradition, but it is a tradition that is constantly remade. Through a care- 

ful play of sound and sense, Mandel'shtam unites the modern and ancient 
worlds. 

If Pushkin began with concrete sensory impressions, Mandel'shtam draws 
his first observations from a book. This is not just any book, however, 
but the foundational epic of the Western literary tradition. The three terse 
sentences contained within the first line produce a startling, disorienting 
effect, forcing the reader to supply the missing linkages. The “fuller” version 
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would presumably look something like this: the poet, during a sleepless 

night, turns his thoughts to Homer and, more precisely, to a ship at sea. The 

synecdoche “Tugie parusa”’ (“Taut sails”) conjures up the image of a ship (or 

ships) at full tilt, in short, rushing to battle or simply seeking adventure. This 

suggestion is made precise in the next lines, where we learn that the scene 

is the mustering of the host from the Iliad. Characteristically, Mandel'shtam 

offers less a retelling of this epic tale than a rereading of it. As we shall see, 

this is an epic viewed through an elegiac lens. 

The motion and excitement of the opening line are illusory. In fact, the 

poet has been reading the catalogue of ships as a soporific. As he gradu- 

ally drifts off to sleep, images of the Homeric world are refracted in his 

mind. Through sound, the words «lomep» (“Homer”) and «ope» (“sea”’) 

become intimately linked. When the poet of antiquity falls silent, the speaker 

attributes the odic verb “‘vitiistvovat'” (“to orate’) to the sea itself. Nature 

and culture are shown to work in tandem. 
In addition to the explicit evocation of Homer, the poem enters into 

discussion with a number of other precursor texts. The striking formulation 

“vse dvizhetsia liubov'iu” (“everything is moved by love”) seems to tran- 

scend the specific plot of the Iliad, where the love in question is really little 

more than lust. The phrase closely echoes the final line of Dante’s Divine 

Comedy (“L’amor che move il sole e l’altre stelle” — “The love that moves 

the sun and the other stars’’), a passage that Mandel'shtam’s revered master 

Vyacheslav Ivanov had subjected to detailed analysis in an essay that predates 

Mandel'shtam’s poem by a few years. Dante’s conception of love is derived 

from the Christian tradition, which is thus indirectly invoked. 

This unusually allusive love poem ends with the poet falling asleep. Where 

have we seen this before? Arguably, this was the conclusion of the Pushkin 

poem on sleeplessness, yet there is a more immediate source. Mandel'shtam’s 

final lines feature the rhyme pair “liubov'iu/izgolov'iu” — two nouns that 

rhyme only if the first is in the instrumental case and the second in the dative. 

The rhyme is ingenious and rare; to give some idea, it occurs only once 

in all of Batiushkov («Moii rénuit) and only once in all of Mandel'shtam. 

When Mandel'shtam appropriates this distinctive rhyme, he calls to mind 

the whole poem in which it first appeared. «Moii rénnii», it will be recalled, 

praises love and the memory that allows it to triumph over distance — and it 

concludes with the image of the sleeping poet dreaming about his beloved. 

For Mandel'shtam, who always saw poetry as a means of turning spatial 

and temporal separation into spiritual closeness, the reference to sleep in 

Batiushkov supplies a crucial link in the cultural chain. In poetry, as in 

dreams, ordinary laws of space and time are suspended. Batiushkov’s poem 

was written in 1815, exactly a century before Mandel'shtam’s, a symmetry 
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that the later poet surely appreciated. Mandel'shtam thus moves freely from 

the Western epic tradition of Homer and Dante to the lyric verse of Russia’s 

“Golden Age.” His poem revisits both ode (epic) and elegy, overcoming 

tradition through tradition. In developing the genres, imagery, and even 

specific lexical choices of his predecessors, Mandel'shtam makes himself 

their rightful heir. 



Chapter 5 

The ballad 

Hemonog OueHb an Oana, 

HO €CHM CioBa GOAT 

HW cIOBa FOBOPSAT po TO, UTO OOMsAT, 

MoONOWéeT H Way Oamnag. 

Maskosckuit, «[1po sto» 

The ballads’ tune is very old 

but if words hurt 

and words speak about what hurts, 

even the ballads’ tune becomes young. 

Mayakovsky, “About That” 

The Russian eighteenth-century odists quarreled about virtually every 

aspect of versification and poetic language, but they were unanimous in 

their conviction that poetry was a noble endeavor that deserved the atten- 

tion of a cultivated public. They attempted to codify their views in treatises 

so that a sufficiently educated individual, by following their clearly defined 

rules, could become a poet. The greatest impediment to poetry was a lack 

of knowledge, for nothing of worth could be produced by an unenlightened 

mind. Such presuppositions ensured that these poets dismissed the Russian 

folkloric tradition as crude and barbaric. Even the exceptional and eccentric 

Trediakovsky, who made the exaggerated (and largely inaccurate) claim in 

a treatise of 1735 that his versification system was based on native folklore, 

did not dispute these unschooled poets’ “lack of skill.” More to the point, 

his statement was so out of keeping with the general sentiment of the time 

and provoked such derision among his contemporaries that Trediakovsky 

himself omitted it when he republished his treatise in a “corrected” version. 

Throughout the eighteenth century, then, folklore — to the extent that 

it attracted attention at all — existed on the periphery of serious poetry. 

By the beginning of the nineteenth century, however, an entirely new aes- 

thetic had emerged. Romanticism, with its belief in divine inspiration and 

rejection of inherited rules, had taken Europe by storm, and it lost little 

time in coming to Russia. One strand of European Romanticism (strictly 

speaking: proto-Romanticism) led to the emergence of the elegy, which 

81 



82 Russian poetry 

focused on individual feeling rather than the glorification of a sovereign 

or the edification of the public. Another strand renounced the civilized 

world of the city, seeking creativity among the uneducated rural populace. 

Romantic poets viewed the age-old unwritten poetic legacy as a precious 

resource, and they rejoiced in the very coarseness that had so horrified their 

neo-classical predecessors. 
For Russia’; omnivorous nineteenth-century poets, the fascination with 

folklore took many forms. Native traditions served as a point of departure 

in a number of brilliant — if free — adaptations: Pushkin’s «cka3Ku» (“fairy- 

tales”), Lermontov’s «Iécua po napa Mpana Bacnpesuya» (“Song about 

Tsar Ivan Vasilievich”), Nekrasov’s epic «Komy Ha Pyclt %*xMTb xOpolld» 

(“Who Lives Well in Russia?”). However, the search for folk inspiration 

was less a question of nationalism than internationalism. Russia’s great poets 

did not hesitate to extend their borders and domesticate Western European 

models. 

The ballad was perhaps the most important poetic discovery of the 

Romantics. Innumerable ballads were written, which included transcrip- 

tions of folklore as well as adaptations, imitations, and stylizations. These 

“literary” ballads sometimes had a tenuous connection to actual folklore, 

but they delighted readers nonetheless. While there is no single feature that 

defines the ballad, several elements recur in these works with frequency. First 
of all, ballads are narratives, both in the sense that they must sound narrated 

(1.e., aspoken rather than written text) and in the sense that they are plot ori- 

ented. An elegy might include a rough outline ofa plot, but the emphasis was 

always on the speaker’s attitude toward it. Odes often described events (e.g., 

a battle), but only as a part of a larger panegyric. If the odic poet constantly 

interrupted his narration to express delight or emotional involvement, the 

balladeer tended to avoid authorial commentary and all forms of moraliz- 

ing. The ballad usually assumes a distance between the teller and his subject; 

hence the preponderance of third-person narration. The heroes of ballads, 
character types rather than carefully etched portraits, act spontaneously and 
even irrationally, rarely considering consequences. The ballad’s setting is dis- 
tant from contemporary civilization both temporally and geographically. In 
keeping with the beliefs of the uneducated people who originally authored 
them, ballads often include elements of the supernatural, with folkloric or 
magical powers proving more powerful than human will. 

The European ballad did not have any specific formal requirements, yet 
there were definite features that set it apart from earlier poetic tradition. 
Since the genre had its origins in the “artless” speech of the common peo- 
ple, ballad writers sought simplicity in language, relying on direct locutions 
rather than convoluted syntax and complicated tropes. The meter varied 
considerably, though ternary meters and accentual verse (dol'nik) appeared 
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more frequently than in most other genres. Very often, lines of four stresses 

alternated with lines of three stresses. Rhymes were obligatory, with mas- 

culine rhymes predominant. 

The problem of making the European ballad speak Russian was solved 

brilliantly by Vasily Zhukovsky. So successful were his verse renderings of 

German and English ballads that to this day his admirers often forget that they 

are reading translations. Sir Walter Scott’s ballad “The Eve of Saint John” and 

Zhukovsky’s translation thereof («3amMoK CMabrouibM, WIM WBaHos Beyep» 

[““The Castle of Smaylho’me or The Eve of Saint John”) give a good idea 

of a typical Western European ballad and its Russian incarnation. The plot 

is one of infidelity and revenge. The Baron of Smaylho’me treacherously 

murders his wife’s lover, Sir Ruchard of Coldinghame. Responding to the 

entreaties of the Baron’s wife, Sir Richard returns from the grave for a final 

tryst three days after his death, on the Eve of Saint John. Only in the poem’s 

laconic final stanzas are the consequences of this supernatural event revealed: 

the Baron becomes a monk and his wife a nun. 

Scott published this dark tale (set in the sixteenth century, based on 

Scottish legend) in 1801. When Zhukovsky — already a famous poet — 

presented his version to the Russian censor in 1822, it was rejected for 

publication on moral grounds, since it lacked “anything useful for the mind 

and heart.” Zhukovsky was allowed to publish the poem two years later, 

only after making several changes and including footnotes in which he 

(with questionable sincerity) emphasized the poem’s religious and ethical 

undercurrent. 
A comparison of the first two stanzas gives a clear indication of 

Zhukovsky’s approach to poetic translation. 

The Baron of Smaylho’me rose with day, 

He spurr’d his courser on, 

Without stop or stay, down the rocky way, 

That leads to Brotherstone. 

He went not with the bold Buccleuch, 

His banner broad to rear; 

He went not ’gainst the English yew, 

To lift the Scottish spear. 

JLo paccpétTa NOAHABLUINCh, KOHA OCe MAI 

3HamMeHnTEIit CMasiIbrosIbMCKMM OapoH; 

Vi 6e3 OTAbIXa PHAN, MEK YTECOB UH CKAI, 

OH KOHA, TOpomsch B bporepcrou. 

He c moryunM Boks COBOKYMHO Crew 

Ha BoéHHoe e10 GapoH; 

He B KpoBdsom 601 mepeBeqaTbhCA MHUII 

3a Iorndnanto c Anrsueii ou. 
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(Having risen before sunrise, the famous Baron of Smaylho’me saddled his steed; 

And without pausing for breath, he raced his steed among crags and cliffs, rushing 

to Brotherstone. // The Baron hurried not together with powerful Buccleuch to 

martial deeds; He did not think of settling his score in Scotland’s bloody battle with 

England.) 

Zhukovsky is faithful to the spirit of the original, though certainly not 

to the letter. He retains the exotic names, the setting, and the plot. The 

changes concern minor points, some of which serve to orient the Russian 

reader. The hero presumably needed no introduction for Scott’s readership, 

but Zhukovsky felt it necessary to inform his audience that the Baron was 

“znamenityi” (“famous”). Other changes are harder to explain and seem to 

have been made for metrical convenience. For example, in the original the 

Baron rises at daybreak, while in the Russian he gets up before dawn. In the 

original he travels “down the rocky way,” while in the Russian he rushes 

“mezh utesov 1 skal” (“among crags and cliffs”). These are certainly inexact 

renderings, but it is unlikely that they would profoundly alter the poem’s 

effect. One might quibble with the inclusion of a word like “sovokupno” 

(“together”), which seems too bookish and therefore stylistically wrong, 

but Zhukovsky otherwise retains the simple style and vocabulary of the 

original. 

In comparison to the generally precise treatment of Scott’s semantics, 

the choice of meter is remarkably free. The original is in accentual verse 

(dol'nik), with four stresses in the odd numbered lines and three in the even 

numbered lines. Intervals between stressed syllables vary between one and 

two, though most of these opening lines do not display much variation. 

With the exception of lines 1 and 3, they are straightforward iambs. This 

would seem to leave the translator two choices: either retain the “dol'nik” 

or use iambs. Zhukovsky does neither, opting for strict anapests. The logic 
behind this decision must be understood historically. At this point in the 
development of Russian poetry, the “dol'nik” was barely used. Whenever 
Zhukovsky encountered it in German and English poetry, he “regularized” 
it, adding syllables to create Russian ternary meters. (In the case of ballads 
written in strict iambs, Zhukovsky retained the meter of the original.) In 
the present example, preserving the exact meter was clearly less important to 
him than maintaining two other balladic features: the pattern of four-stress 
lines alternating with three-stress lines and the exclusively masculine rhyme 
scheme, including even the occasional internal rhyme, cf. line 3: “Without 
stop or stay, down the rocky way” — «H 6e3 OTabIXa endl, Mex yTeCOB 
CKQI.»» 

It is not necessary to dwell on “The Eve of Saint John.” For present 
purposes, it is sufficient to recognize that this is a typical ballad in both 
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form and content. Along with a host of other ballad translations (especially 
from the German), it created a firm set of expectations for the Russian 

ballad. 

Keeping these expectations in mind, it is interesting to look at «Anrem 

(“The Angel”) and «Pycamka» (“The Rusalka”), two of the most cele- 

brated early poems of Russia’s greatest Romantic, Mikhail Lermontov. Like 

most poets of his generation, Lermontov wrote and translated ballads. Like 

all poets of his generation, he was steeped in Zhukovsky’s ballad transla- 

tions. (Such was his admiration, that, when attempting his own versions of 

Schiller’s ballads, Lermontov carefully avoided those that had already been 

rendered by Zhukovsky.) Neither of the poems cited below was given a 

genre designation by Lermontoy, yet both contain obvious links to the Rus- 

sian ballad tradition. Equally interesting, they contain obvious links to each 

other, a fact that has important implications for Lermontov’s sense of 
genre. 

Aurel 

Ilo Hé6y nosyHouu AHres WeTen 

Vs rvixyto MeécHto OH Tes; 

Vi Mécal, u 3Be31bI, H TY TOUNOM 

BuuMasn To mécHe CBATOH. 

OH més 0 O7axKeHCTBe Oe3rpelUIHbIX LYXOB 

Tloa Kyuiamu paiickux caos; 

O bore BewIMKOM OH MésI, WH XBasa 

Ero HemputTBopHa Obit. 

OH Ayuly Milaqy1o B OOBATHAX HEC 

Jia MUipa meuyas U cies, 

Vi 3BykK ero MécHH B JLYIé MOOOH 

Ocrasca — 6e3 COB, HO 2*KUBOH. 

VM aonro Ha cBéTe TOMMJIacb OHA, 

KemaHueM 4YTHbIM MOJIHA; 

Vi 3ByKoB HeOéc 3AMeCHHTb He MOTI 

Eli CKY4HbIe MéCHM 3eMIIN. 

(The Angel: An angel flew along the midnight sky / And he sang a quiet song; / And 

the moon, and the stars, and the clouds in a throng / Listened to this holy song. // 

He sang about the bliss of sinless spirits / Under the covers of heavenly gardens; / He 

sang about great God, and his praise / Was not feigned. // He carried in his embraces 

a young soul / For the world of sadness and tears; / And the sound of his song in 

the young soul / Remained — wordless, but alive. // And for a long time it languished 

in the world, / Full of a wondrous desire; / And the dull songs of earth / Could not 

replace for it the sounds of the heavens.) 
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Pycaska 

Pycdka ribuid 10 peké rosryO0n, 

Osapsema MOHOH JTyYHOH; 

Vi crapasacb OHA JomeCHYTb 0 JIyHbI 

CepeOprictyto méHy BOJIHBI. 

Vi iyma u KpyTscb KoeOasa peKa 

OrpaxéHHble B He OOs1aKa; 

Hi néna pycamka — M 3BYK e€ COB 

Jloneran 10 KpyTbIx Oeperos. 

Vi néna pycanka: «Ha WHe y MeHA 

Mrpaer Mepuanne HA; 

Tam pbiOok 31aTble ryJIAHOT CTala, 

TaM xpycTaJIbHble €cTb ropoda; 

Vi ram Ha Moye M3 APKUX MeCKOB, 

Ilo TéHbrO ryCTbIX TPOCTHHKOB, 

Cnr BuTs3b, LOOblua peBHHBOM BOJIHEI, 

CIMT BUTA3b Uy2KOH CTOPOHHI. 

PacuécpipaTb KOsIbIa MIeTKOBBIX KyLpeH 

Mb 100M BO Mpake HOUEH, 

VB yend, MB ycTa MbI, B MOJIY[CHHBIM 4ac, 

Ilenopamu KpacaBila He pas. 

Ho k crpacTHBIM 10034HbAM, He 3HA1O 3a4eM, 

Ocraétca OH xJIaq1eH H HEM; 

OH CHHT, — H, CKIOHMBINMCh Ha Né€pCH KO MHe, 

OH He J[bILUMT, He WemyeT BO CHE! . .» 

Tak éma pycamka Hall CHHelt pekon, 

IlomHa HeEMOHATHOM TOCKOH; 

V1, WyMHO KaTscb, KOeOda peKa 

Orpa>kKeHHble B Heli OOakKa. 

(The Rusalka: A rusalka swam along the light-blue river, / Illuminated by a full 

moon, / And it tried to splash to the moon / The silvery foam of the wave. // And, 

sounding and circling, the river shook / The clouds reflected in it. / And the rusalka 

sang — and the sound of her words / Flew to the steep river banks. // And the rusalka 

sang: “Where I live on the bottom / The glitter of day plays, / There golden schools of 

fish wander, / There are crystal cities there, // And there on a pillow of bright sands, / 

Under the shadow of thick reeds, / A warrior sleeps, the prey of the jealous wave, / A 

warrior of a foreign land sleeps. // In the darkness of the nights we love / To comb the 

rings of his silken curls, / And at the midday hour we / Have kissed more than once 

the forehead and lips of this comely man. // But to our passionate kisses, I know not 

why / He remains cold and mute. / He sleeps — and resting his head on my breast, / 

He neither breaths nor whispers in his sleep! . .” // Thus sang the rusalka above the 

dark-blue river, / Full of incomprehensible yearning; / And, noisily rushing, the river 

shook / The clouds reflected in it.) 
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In terms of form, these poems should seem familiar to anyone who has 
read Zhukovsky’s translation of Scott. Both of Lermontov’s poems employ 
alternating lines of four and three stresses, exclusively masculine rhymes (pair 
rhymes, no less common historically than the alternating rhymes of Scott’s 
“Eve of Saint John”), and ternary meters. “The Angel” is written in strict 
amphibrachs, while “The Rusalka” switches (with no discernable pattern) 
between lines of amphibrachs and anapests. Such a combination of ternary 
lines is highly unusual in the Russian tradition; however, it has a precedent 

in German ballads, particularly if one regards ternary meters as the Russian 
equivalent of the German or English dol'nik. The language of both poems is 
remarkably simple, with virtually no tropes (though there is intricate sound 

play). 
As far as the plot is concerned, both poems have salient supernatural 

elements, already reflected in the titles. Both have atemporal, nocturnal 

settings. However, in neither case are we dealing with a true narrative, in 

the sense of a plot with suspense that builds towards a climax. In fact, the 

human participants in these poems, clearly subservient to the mythical and 

folkloric figures, do almost nothing. The «gym» (“soul”) in “The Angel” 

incessantly yearns, but never acts (at least not by ballad standards). The 

actions of the hero of “The Rusalka” presumably led to his watery grave 

(such is the outline of the traditional “rusalka” story of Russian folklore, 

faithfully reflected in Pushkin’s earlier poem of the same name), but this 

“pre-history”’ lies outside the purview of Lermontov’s poem. 

In short, “The Angel” and “The Rusalka” are not ballads in the strictest 

sense of the word, but they contain numerous links to that tradition. Ler- 

montov did write some poems that he designated as ballads, so he was clearly 

aware that these poems were different. All of this strongly suggests that he 

was consciously adapting a given form for a new purpose — a common, 
yet highly significant step in the history of any genre. Rather than telling 

a story that relies on its plot development for effect, Lermontov severely 

restricts the plot to let an underlying idea stand out more clearly. He creates 

a subgenre that might be termed the “philosophical ballad.” 

“The Angel” and “The Rusalka” are similar not merely in form and 

content, but also in message. Written within a year of each other, they seem 

to be two complementary versions of the same poem. This is suggested 

even in the titles. Both poems have a one-word title that names the pro- 

tagonist. The word «aHres is masculine while «pycaska» is feminine. The 

former is associated with the air, the latter with the water. Both are mythical 

creatures, one traditionally linked to goodness, to the divine world above, 

the other (at least in the Russian tradition) to evil and the demonic world 

below. 
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A comparison of the very first lines of these poems reveals striking par- 

allels: 

«Io Hé6y momyHouHn aHres JeTes> (An angel flew along the 

midnight sky) 

«Pycanka riba mo peké romy6o% (A rusalka swam along the 

light-blue river) 

In both cases, the subject (the eponymous hero, appearing in the nom- 

inative case) is conjoined with a unidirectional past tense verb of motion: 

“angel letel”” and “rusalka plyla.” Both lines include a prepositional phrase 

beginning with “po.” Both lines are strikingly orchestrated, with allitera- 

tions and chiasmic echoes: compare “rusalka plyla” and “rusalka . . . reke” 

with “po nebu polunochi angel letel.” What deserves emphasis is not just that 

these opening lines employ suspiciously similar grammatical structure and 

phonological echoings, but that they serve the identical function: to draw 

attention immediately to a lone figure in motion at a specific — though 

unspecified — moment in the past. 
As the poems progress, the similarities become still more apparent. The 

masculine “angel,” accompanied by the masculine moon (“mesiats”’), bears 

in its embraces a feminine “soul” (“dusha”’): this occurs at midnight (“pol- 

unochi”). The feminine “rusalka,” illuminated by the feminine moon 

(“luna”), describes her midday (“v poludennyi chas”) embraces with the 

masculine “vitiaz'.” An embrace generally symbolizes wholeness, the join- 

ing together of opposites, but in both cases, the embrace proves temporary 

and is followed by permanent separation. 

Of course, the angel and the rusalka are most profoundly linked through 
their songs. The theme of beautiful, other-wordly singing 1s essential to 

these poems and surely the reason for their fame. Lermontov’s achievement 

les less in introducing the song as a theme than in recreating the sound of 

song itself. In “The Rusalka,” one actually hears the song, while in “The 

Angel” one only hears about it. But in both poems, Lermontov pays special 

attention to the musicality of the words, using various forms of repetition 

to create an incantational quality. 

Part of the musicality of these poems depends on anaphora. The conjunc- 

tion «uw» (“and”) can be found at the beginning of numerous lines in both 

poems, particularly the odd-numbered lines. Beyond that, entire words and 

phrases recur: «HM ména pycamka ... MW méma pycanka.. . Tax néma pycanka» 

(in “The Rusalka”) or «on més» and «oH mé7» (in “The Angel’). In fact, the 

very words ““zvuk” and “pel” (or “pela’), reiterated in both poems, create 

a curious echo effect whereby the repeated sounds connote sound itself. 

But there is still another kind of echoing that deserves attention: from 

poem to poem. In “The Angel”: “U 36px eeo nécnu B Ryulé MonOnON / 
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Ocrascs — 6e3 c106, HO KUBO” (“And the sound of his song in the young soul / 

Remained — wordless, but alive). In “The Rusalka”: “W néna pycanka — u 

36yK ee cide / Loneran 40 KpyTsix Geperds” (“And the rusalka sang — and 

the sound of her words / Flew to the steep river banks’’). Lermontov uses the 

identical words “zvuk” and “slov” and emphasizes the effect they have on 

their surroundings. The most remarkable example of such interplay occurs 

in the third to last line of each poem: «/KemdHnem 4¥HbIM MomHA» (“Full of 

wondrous desire”) and «Iona HenoHaTHOi TocKOii» (“Full of incompre- 

hensible yearning”). In one version of “The Rusalka,” the line in question 

reads «HenouarTHoi meyanu momHa» (“Full of incomprehensible sadness”), 

which brings it even closer to “The Angel,” both because «nomHé» (‘full’) 

then occupies the rhyming position and also because the word «neyamb» 

(“sadness”) recalls yet another passage in “The Angel”: «ana miipa meuasm 

u cmé3» (“for the world of sadness and tears’’). 

The astonishing degree of formal and semantic echoes between these 

poems leaves little doubt that we are dealing with a case of conscious pat- 

terning, with Lermontov presenting the same idea in two incarnations. 

In both poems, the spirit of separation reigns supreme. The fundamental 

Romantic conception of a lost unity and a lengthy and unsuccessful quest 

for its restoration appears to have been indelibly etched in Lermontov’s 

consciousness. Indeed, it probably gave him the impetus to transform the 

traditional “rusalka” from a malevolent creature into yet another victim of 

the inexorable law of division. By applying the unmistakable formal mark- 

ers of the ballad to what are essentially philosophical poems, Lermontov 

extended the potential of a folkloric genre. 

It would be difficult to overstate the influence that these two Lermontov 

poems had on subsequent Russian poets. The Symbolists in particular were 

drawn to them for a host of reasons: the image of two worlds that yearn for 

union, the conception of a memory that precedes birth (“anamnesis,” an 

idea that can be traced to Plato), the motif of otherworldly singing. In terms 

of continuity of genre and meaning, Zinaida Gippius’ «Banmaga» (“Ballad”) 

provides a particularly revealing response to Lermontov’ legacy: 

Il. C. Conoppbéeson 

Mocrki ecTb B cayly, Ha Mpyy, B KAMbILUAX. 

Tam, 16 Beyep, KAK-TO, TyJ11A, 

A Buigen pycamky. CHT Ha MOCTKAX, — 

Bos HéxKHasd, pOOKAA, 3144. 

A OnvoKe nouKpascsa. Ho xpyctuys cy4oK — 

Oud oOepHysacb HECMEJIO, 

B KoMO6ueK BCA ChEKMNACh, CKAMACh, — IPbOKOK — 

Vs nénoti pactasia 660i. 
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XoxY Ha MOCTKH AK Heit KAxKLyHO HOU. 

Pycaska CO MHOW CMeliée: 

Mosunit — HO CHAT, He KHAAeTCA IpO4b, 

Cut, Ha TyMaHe Oeses. 

Ilpuspik 4c Heli, Oé0, MOUATb HalpoOseT 

Bce az6mrue, OnéHHbIe HOU. 

[naiéTbh B THINMHY XOJOCIOWINX BOL 

VB apKue, poOKue OH. 

V1 pagoctb Mex Hé10 HW MHOM pOAMAch, 

Be3mMépHo, cBeTsa, KaK O€320HHOCTH; 

Co cmaako-ropsueto PpycTbto CIUieacb, 

Vi crano eli 4Mx — BITOOIEHHOCTS. 

A— 3népb AIA pycaKH, AC TICHBEM B KPOBH. 

Vi MHé OHA KaxKeTCaA 3BEPeM . . . 

Tem 2xry4el BIHOOEHHOCTH: MBI CHIy JIOOBK 

OHO HEBO3MOXKHOCTbIO MEpHM. 

O, CIMLIKOM — yBbI — MHOrO MWIOTH Ha MHe! 

Ha Héii, — MoxeT ObITb — CIIMIIKOM MAJIO... 

Vi BOT, MbI rOPMM B HEMOHATHOM OFHeé 

Jiro0BH, HUKOrya4 He ObIBAION. 

Tlopoi, Hay BOOM, 4yTb WypwtaT KaMBILIH, 

JleméayT 0 cudcTbe cTpayaHba... 

Vs miamMeHHOo-4HCThI B MOJHOUHON THI, — 

TaHHcTBeHHO-4KCTBhI, — CBHAHbA. 

A palOcTb MO!W He OTLAM HUKOMY; 

MblI — BeyHO pyr Apyry 2KeaHHbl, 

Vs BeuHo sKOOMTE HaM aHo, — MOTOMY, 

UTo 30€Cb MBI, JIEOOH, — HECJIMAHHBI! 

([For P. S. Solovieva]: There are wood platforms in the garden, on the pond, in 

the reeds. / While taking a walk there one evening, / I saw a rusalka. She was sit- 

ting on the wood platform —/ All tender, timid, evil. // I crept nearer. But a branch 

snapped — / The rusalka turned around cautiously, / She huddled up into a little 

ball, pulled herself tight, and — in a jump —/ Melted into the white foam. // I go to 

the wood platforms to visit her every night. / The rusalka becomes bolder with me: / 

She is silent — but she sits, doesn’t jump away, / Sits, showing white in the mist. / 

I have grown accustomed to remaining silent with her, the white one, / Through 

all the long, pale nights. / To look into the silence of waters growing ever colder / 

And into her bright, timid eyes. // And a joy was born between her and me, / Mea- 

sureless, bright as bottomlessness; / It became entwined with sweetly-hot sadness, / 

And it became known as — being in love. / I am a beast for the rusalka, I have 
decay in my blood / And she seems to me a beast . . . / Our being in love is all the 
more ardent: we measure the strength of our love / By impossibility alone. // Oh, 
there is — alas! — too much flesh on me! / And on her, perhaps, too little . . . / 
And now, we burn in an incomprehensible fire / Of unprecedented love. // At 
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times, above the water, the reeds barely rustle, / They babble about the joy of 

suffering . . . / And in the midnight silence our meetings are / Ardently pure and 

mysteriously pure. // I will not give up my joy to anyone. / We are eternally desirable 

to each other, / And it is given to us to love eternally, because / Though loving, we 

are here unmerged!) 

If Lermontov’ titles point directly to the protagonist, Gippius’ title focuses 

our attention exclusively on the genre. This genre designation is firmly 

supported by the poem’s formal features. It is written in a ternary meter 

(amphibrachs), with alternating lines of tetrameter and trimeter. (Gip- 

pilus opts not to indent the trimeter lines, but this is a printing conven- 

tion without semantic significance.) The rhyme scheme alternates (like the 

Scott/Zhukovsky “Eve of St. John”), but includes feminine rhymes in the 

even-numbered lines. Such a change is hardly unprecedented; the iden- 

tical combination of meter, rhyme scheme, and stanza can be found in 

Zhukovsky’s ballad «MokasHue» (“Repentance”), a translation of “The Gray 

Brother,” yet another work of Walter Scott. In short, Gippius uses all of the 

formal means at her disposal to recall the standard Romantic ballad. 

To a reader familiar with the Russian poetic tradition, the rusalka of 

Gippius’ poem calls to mind not merely a genre, but a specific work. It 

invites comparison with Lermontov’s «Pycaska», perhaps the most famous 

treatment of that theme in all of Russian literature. Like her predecessor, 

Gippius uses a striking degree of sound organization: her poem abounds 

with alliteration and internal rhymes (e.g., line 1: «B caay, Ha Npyay,» or 

line 11: «Momunt — Ho cugqnt»). Taking her cue from Lermontov, Gippius 

plays on the very sounds of the word “rusalka.” Lermontov had “encrypted” 

this key word into a line where the rusalka herself was absent: « mlyMa 4 

KpyTACh, KoMe6a7a pexa.» All forms of sound repetition add a mellifluous 

quality to verse, making it memorable and giving the impression that these 

sounds “belong” together. However, in a poem about a rusalka, such sound 

patterning has additional significance. After all, the rusalka’s beautiful singing 

is traditionally what makes her both attractive and dangerous. The fact that 

the word “‘rusalka” appears in anagrammatic form ina line where she herself 

is absent suggests her dangerous proximity. Gippius not only uses the same 

technique, she does so twice: in line 5 («nogxpazcs. Ho xpyctHys) and in 

line 19 («czaqKo-rops4e10 PpycTbio»). 

Despite such striking similarities in theme, form, and poetic technique, 

Gippius’ ballad departs radically from Lermontov’s poem and from virtually 

all other rusalka tales. The standard rusalka lures men to their death through 

song, yet Gippius’ rusalka is silent throughout. Moreover, the protagonist's 

death — the unvarying element in the rusalka plot — is replaced by the image 

of a joyous birth: «AH pagocTb Mex Hero H MHOM podwidce» (“And a joy was 
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born between her and me”). Here Gippius uses sound repetition to link the 

two key words of this line: radost'/rodilas’. 

The fact that the hero will not die is evident from the first stanza. The 

poem is written in the first person, and it would be logically difficult to 

imagine someone narrating his own death. This is an unusual vantage point 

for a ballad, but, as we shall see, it is hardly the most unusual aspect of 

Gippius’ poem. In fact, the closer one looks, the stranger this ballad becomes. 

In the first two stanzas, the masculine protagonist recalls a single encounter 

with a rusalka who fled after he pursued her. The string of perfective past 

tense verbs of the second stanza is precisely what one expects in a ballad. 

Beginning in the third stanza, however, the narration shifts from one-time 

past action to a repeated present, never to return to the type of sequential 

narration characteristic of the genre. Rather than tracing a series of events 

that culminate ineluctably in death, Gippius uses present tense to emphasize 

repetition and describe a state of permanence. 

If the traditional rusalka tale is one of temptation and fatal attraction, 

Gippius’ ballad celebrates a paradoxical love. An oxymoron (the quintessen- 

tial trope of parodox), expresses this ambiguity well: «cuacTbe crpaqaHb» 

(“the joy of suffering”). More emphatic, however, is Gippius’ technique of 

description through negation: «Mbt city 1106BH / OLHOM He6 03MOICHOCMbIO 

MepuMm .. . H BOT, MbI TOPHM B HenonAmHOM OrHe / JIroOOBH, HUKO20a He 

OprBamoMm» (““We measure the strength of our love / By impossibility alone . . . 

And now, we burn in an incomprehensible fire / Of unprecedented love”). Such 

expressions make clear that this love is a state of permanent desire without 

the possibility of fulfillment. As the final stanza has it: 

Al palOcTb MO! He OTAM HUKOMY; 

MbI — BéuHO pyr APyry %KesaHHbI, 

VY BéuHo J00NTb HaM aHo, — TOTOMY, 

UTOo 30€Cb MBI, JIKOOS, — HECIIMAHHEBI! 

(I will not give up my joy to anyone. / We are eternally desirable to each other, / And 

it is given to us to love eternally, because / Though loving, we are here unmerged.) 

Gippius rejects love as a unifying force, be it positive (as in traditional 

conceptions from Plato to Vladimir Soloviev) or negative (as in the typical 

“rusalka” scenario, where consummation leads to death). If the Lermontov 

balladic poems were characterized by a yearning for a lost unity, Gip- 

pius locates that paradise in yearning itself, in the “mysteriously pure” 
(«TaMHCTBeEHHO-4MCTBD) meetings that promise to continue forever. 

In short, Gippius has directed the reader through meter, genre, and theme 
to a tradition that she then turns upside down. She presumably does so in 
order to let the differences stand out all the more starkly. The most radical 
revision concerns the gender configuration. On first glance, Gippius seems 
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true to the tradition. As the past tense verb endings indicate, the protagonist 
is masculine and the rusalka is feminine. However, as soon as we realize that 
the author herself was a woman, complications arise. It is true that Gippius 
always used masculine personae in her verse, but given a theme so dependent 
on gender stereotypes and a poem so intent on setting up expectations in 
order to break them, there is surely something more profound at work here. 

The Symbolist period was a time of intense speculation about sexuality, 

and Gippius participated both in her life as well as her work. In philo- 

sophical discussions and creative writing, she was preoccupied with issues 

like the transfiguration of the flesh through love, procreation without sex, 

androgeny. In her personal life, a source of gossip from her time to the 

present day, Gippius refused to conform to contemporary expectations. In 

a famous portrait, she appears dressed as a man. She had the reputation of a 

loose woman, despite the fact that none of her passionate relationships (as 

well as her decades-long marriage to the writer and philosopher Dimitri 

Merezhkovsky) ever seems to have been consummated. We are concerned 

here not so much with the secrets of Gippius’ personal life than with the 

image that she herself actively projected — an image that influenced the way 
her poetry was understood. 

An additional interpretive problem of «Banmaqa» comes in the form of 

the dedication. Unlike epigraphs, dedications are not necessarily an organic 

part of the poem. Sometimes they are added at a later date, even at the 

request of the dedicatee, in which case they cannot be considered essential. 

At other times, they may have strictly biographical significance. As such, 

they invite the reader to consider the poem’ relationship to the world of 

reality, just as an epigraph asks the reader to consider a poem in relationship 

to a prior text. Yet a poet can assume that a reader knows (or can at least 

reconstruct) a prior text, whereas only a few contemporaries could possibly 

know the subtleties of a personal dedication. At other times, particularly if 

the dedicatee is another poet, an interpretively meaningful link is established 

(if necessarily less precise than an epigraph). This seems to be the case in 

Gippius’s «Banmaga». Poliksena Solovieva, the sister of Vladimir Soloviev 

(whose idiosyncratic essay «Cmpicn s106Bn» [“The Meaning of Love”] fas- 

cinated the Symbolists), was a poet who published verse both under her 

own name and under a masculine pseudonym. Moreover, she was a friend 

of Gippius, and, apparently, a lesbian. Nothing whatsoever suggests that 

Gippius and Solovieva were romantically involved, but it stands to reason 

that Solovieva would have been sensitive to the reversal of sex roles just 

beneath the surface of «Bammaga». If nothing else, the dedication of this 

peculiar rusalka poem by a woman to a woman seems to extend the con- 

fused gender configuration implicit in the verses themselves beyond the 

LESate 
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Biographically minded readers might wish to speculate what all of this 

says about Gippius herself. However, the interpreter of poetry should read 

the poetry, not psychoanalyze the poet. Like many of her fellow Symbolists, 

Gippius made her personality into one of her most complex creations. It is 

highly unlikely that this poem faithfully reflects Gippius’ own personal life, 

and it would be absurd to see it as a poem “a clef” (with a biographical key 

that would unlock its many mysteries). Gender in this poem is far too con- 

fused — and intentionally so — to allow us to create any equivalence between 

the protagonist and Gippius herself. What seems essential is that Gippius, as 

so often, sought to provoke, to test borders, and to blur boundaries. 

Like much of Gippius’ poetry, «Basa» is based on paradox and leaves 

us with certain unresolvable questions. What cannot be disputed, however, 

is that Gippius combines a highly marked — even cliched — genre, meter, 

and theme in order to write a poem that radically questions all the pre- 

suppositions that she so consciously invokes. As a tradition-conscious poet, 

Gippius recognized that novelty stands out most effectively against a familiar 

backdrop. The heyday of the ballad was the Romantic period, yet Gippius 

finds this “outdated” genre especially conducive to a discussion of extremely 

contemporary issues. 
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O, ObiTb NOKMHYTbIM — KakOe cyudcTbe! 

Kakoi Oe3MepHbIii B IIpOULIOM BUZeH CBeéT — 

Tak mocie méTa — 34MHee HEHACTbe: 

Bcé MOMHUIIb COHUe, XOTb ero yx HET. 

Ky3MuH, «O, ObITb MOKHHYTbIM» 

Oh, to be jilted — what happiness! 

What measureless light is visible in the past — 

It’s like the foul winter weather after summer: 

You still remember the sun, though it’s no longer there. 

Kuzmin, “Oh, to be jilted” 

As we have seen, the ode, elegy, and ballad have distinct formal and stylis- 

tic features; moreover, they are associated with specific literary-historical 

movements. The love poem, in contrast, can be found in almost every age 

and with great stylistic variety. What are the prime markers of this genre? 

The most obvious is its theme: love. But it is a peculiarity of the truly 

powerful, affirmative human gestures — laughter, pleasure, love — that they 

can be diminished by introspection and analysis. Relatively few love poems 

celebrate a love that actually exists. Instead, poets tend either to anticipate 

it or to look nostalgically (sometimes painfully) back to it. Love poems are 

dynamic, marked by sudden shifts in emotion and perspective. They prefer 

the past or future to the present tense. This is poetry that thrives on absence, 

on temporal and spatial displacement. 
The cast of characters in love poetry rarely varies. These poems concern 

the poet and his/her beloved, with the former addressing the latter. Accord- 

ingly, the standard configuration of pronouns is that of “I” and “you.” Since 

the beloved is almost without exception absent, direct address (apostrophe) 

might seem inappropriate, yet it is indispensable. First, the very act of apos- 

trophizing creates an effect of immediacy, bringing the speaker closer to his 

beloved, in spirit if not in fact. Secondly, the reader (assuming that the reader 

is not the beloved) is put in the curiously pleasant position of eavesdropping 

on a personal, intimate appeal. In a declaration of love in a novel or film, 

considerable attention is given to context. The lover’s speech inspires an 

oo 



96 Russian poetry 

immediate — and usually vivid — response. In contrast, the reader of a love 

poem has access only to the speaker's words, not to their effect. This brings 

us to a final aspect of love poetry — its tendency to avoid plot. The events 

that led to the poem are rarely recounted (since both the “I” and the “you” 

presumably know them) and can at best be inferred. As a result, the “action” 

of love poetry occurs on the psychological and linguistic planes. 

In some literary traditions, one finds cycles of poems addressed to a single 

beloved who is named (e.g., Catullus and Lesbia in Latin verse, Petrarch 

and Laura in Italian Renaissance poetry). This convention, which provides 

a fuller narrative context, is rare in Russian poetry. Nonetheless, readers 

have often been tempted to study the life of the poet in order to “identify” 

various unnamed beloveds. Understandable as this impulse may be, it can 

easily lead one astray. The possible congruence between the actual poet and 

the “lyrical I” of a love poem is less significant than whether that “lyrical 

I” is psychologically plausible. The emotions of love are universal, and the 

reader should recognize them more easily when the “you” and “I” are not 

assigned a proper name. It is common to refer to the speaker of a lyric poem 

as the poet (and we shall do so here), but this is a matter of convenience 

rather than a claim that the speaker of a poem and his/her lyrical construct 

are identical. 
It has been argued that love poems have a narrow range of themes. This 

is true, yet it by no means lessens the vitality of the genre. In general, poetry 

is not about creating new themes, but about finding new ways to express 

complex (often common) feelings and impressions. In this regard, a love 

poem represents the quintessence of poetry, using the highly ordered lan- 

guage of verse to convey a spontaneous, almost chaotic world of emotions. 

The poems to be examined in this chapter limit this already closely circum- 

scribed genre in that they all concern lost love. As such, they demonstrate 

the extraordinary variety that great poets can bring to a single theme. 

Pushkin’s «4 Bac moon (“I loved you’) is one of the most famous 

poems in the Russian literary tradition. It has been committed to memory 

by generations of Russian schoolchildren and — thanks to its syntactic and 

lexical simplicity — by many foreign students of Russian as well. Its laconicism 

and sparseness of traditional imagery and metaphor make it characteristic of 
Pushkin’s mature style. 

A BAC JOOMT: WHOOOBH ene, ObITB MOxeT, 

B nyuté Moeii yracma He COBCEM; 

Ho mycrb ond Bac OOMbINe He TPeBOKUT; 

Ane xouy neuanuTb Bac HHUEM. 

A Bac mrOOM Oe3MONBHO, Ge3HaTe«KHO, 

To po6OocTbio, TO peBHOCTbIO TOMIM3 

A Bac MOON Tak HCKPeHHO, Tak HOKHO, 

Kak 4a Bam bor sro6rMoili GbiTh Apyrim. 
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(I loved you: perhaps love / Did not entirely die out in my soul; / But let it not 

trouble you any more; / I don’t want to sadden you in any way. / I loved you silently, 

hopelessly, / Tormented now by timidity, now by jealousy, / I loved you so sincerely, 

so tenderly, / That may God grant you to be so loved by another.) 

This love poem fully conforms to our (admittedly few) expectations of 

the genre. Its subject is obviously love — in this case unreciprocated. It has 

virtually no explicit narrative element, and it takes the form of the direct 

speech of the poet to his beloved, both of whom are designated by pronouns. 

The beloved is addressed as “vy” (formal “you”’), which suggests a distance 

between the two characters, a distance that becomes clear and increasingly 

poignant as the poem progresses. 
It might be useful to begin by emphasizing what is absent. We have no 

physical image of either the poet or his beloved. We have no notion of the 

specific events that brought them together. All that we know for certain is 

that we are dealing with a man and a woman (grammatical gender gives 

this away), that the speaker has suffered in various ways for his love, and 

that he recognizes the hopelessness of his situation. The few hints of plot 

(i.e., of their prior relationship) must be pieced together indirectly. From the 

alternating moods of timidity and jealousy (line 6), it would seem that the 

poet’s love was never reciprocated. Only the phrase “no longer” in the third 

line allows us to surmise that the beloved was even aware of the speaker’s 

feelings. 
The “absences” also extend to poetic language. This poem has been 

viewed as a classic example of “poetry without images.” This is not to 

suggest that the poem calls nothing at all to mind, but rather that it dispenses 

with the metaphors and similes that many readers expect from poetry (e-g., 

“my love is like a rose”). In fact, it demands some ingenuity to find the sole 

trace of metaphor in Pushkin’s lines (the “flame of love,” implicit in the 

verb “ugasnut’” [“to die out,” “to become extinguished” of line 2). 

Rather than trying to dazzle the reader with poetic invention, Pushkin 

relies on a series of simple repetitions. In a good poem, repetition is not 

duplication, but variation. The identical words/sounds may recur, but they 

always gain in meaning based on the new context. In Pushkin’s poem, 

the most obvious example of this phenomenon is the phrase “I loved you,” 

which begins lines 1, 5, and 7 (an extraordinary degree of lexical repetition in 

so short a poem). Each time this phrase is uttered, it is further qualified. The 

first time it is simply a statement of fact, an introduction followed by several 

thematically related, yet syntactically independent statements. In the fifth 

line (the midway point and beginning of the second sentence), it is followed 

by doubled adverbs (“bezmolvno, beznadezhno” [silently, hopelessly]). In 

the penultimate line, it is followed by a doubled modifier (“so + adverb, 

so + adverb”) that is syntactically completed in the final line (the Russian 
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expression “tak . . . kak”). This basic utterance thus becomes increasingly 

complicated; the first time it takes up half a line, the second time a line, the 

third time two lines. 

The poem’s form displays numerous other types of repetition. The syntax 

(two complete sentences) indicates that we are dealing with two four-line 

units. The rhyme scheme (A-b-A-b-C-d-C-d) further supports this divi- 

sion. Alternating feminine and masculine rhymes are hardly an unusual 

pattern in Russian poetry, but it is noteworthy that the second set of rhymes 

retains a sound from the first set. In other words, “beznadezhno/nezhno”’ 

shares the “zh” phoneme with “mozhet/trevozhit,” while “tomim/drugim”’ 

retains the “m” from “sovsem/nichem.” In this way, the two four-line state- 

ments are linked more closely than is obligatory. The purpose of a rhyme, 

of course, is to bring individual words (and the concepts they embody) 

closer together. Pushkin himself was known to complain about the limited 

rhyming potential of Russian words (which is of course considerably greater 

than that of English words), claiming that each rhyme word immediately led 

the reader/listener to expect its clichéd complement. When in the poem’s 
final rhyme pair, Pushkin uses the word “tomim,” he sets up an expecta- 

tion for a hackneyed rhyme. Given that this is a love poem, we might fairly 

expect the rhyme “liubim” (“loved”). In his final line, Pushkin fulfills that 

expectation, but in an unexpected way: the word “liubim(oi)” does indeed 

appear, but only in the middle of the line, while the true rhyme turns out 

to be “drugim” (“[by] another”). This substitution is of course essential to 

the poem’s message. Instead of a successful love story (“liubim” — “[I am] 

loved”]), we end with the appearance of a rival (““drugim” — [by] another’), 

whose presence (subtly suggested in the “revnost'” of the sixth line) seals 
the fate, as it were, of the speaker. 

But let us return to the function and effect of the “I loved you” repetitions. 
One might interpret them as follows: in the first words, the poet relegates 
his love to the past tense, yet he immediately qualifies this. It may still exist 
(line 2), though it is apparently not shared (line 3), and the speaker does not 
want it to bother his beloved. In the fifth and sixth lines, he goes beyond the 
simple affirmation of his love, telling how it tormented him. In the seventh 
and eighth lines, he emphasizes the positive aspects of this love and wishes 
for her to experience its equal, albeit with another. He moves from suffering 
to reconciliation and selfless resignation, from jealousy to generosity. In this 
reading, each repetition of “I loved you” accentuates still more the poet’s 
sense of loss and sets off yet more powerfully the extraordinary generosity 
of his closing gesture. Such a reading takes the poet at his word, and many 
readers have understood the poem in precisely this fashion. 

However, it is possible to interpret it quite differently. One might dispute 
the contention that “I loved you” has no tropes by arguing that it has 
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one trope many times over: litotes (whereby an affirmative statement is 

made indirectly, through the negation of the contrary). Accordingly, when 

Pushkin says “Perhaps my love has not died out entirely,” he means, “My 

love has definitely not died out.” When he says “May it not trouble you any 

more,” he means: “I certainly hope you will be troubled by it.” And when 

he wishes that she “may be so tenderly and sincerely loved by another,” he 

really is insisting: “There is no way you will ever find anyone who loves 

you as tenderly and sincerely as I do.” The poet’s compassion, in short, is 

directed toward himself. 
Such an unforgiving, perhaps even punitive reading of the poem is sup- 

ported by the pronouns. Not only is the word “I” exclusively in the nom- 

inative case (i.e., the subject), it occupies the initial position in four lines 

(with the exception of the end of the line [the rhyme], this is the point of 

maximum emphasis). The “you,” on the other hand, while appearing with 

more frequency than the “I,” is consistently relegated to secondary position. 

It always appears in the accusative case (direct object), except in the final 

line, where it is in the dative (indirect object). In short, this is not a poem 

intended to console or celebrate the beloved; she is important insofar as she 

is the object (and unenthusiastic recipient) of the speaker's extraordinary 

love. 
It is fair to conclude our brief discussion by asking which of these mutually 

exclusive readings is “correct.” Should we understand the speaker as an 

altruist, willing to endure suffering for the happiness of his beloved? Or 

should we assume that everything he says is ironic (irony often being the 

motive for litotes), and that resentment lurks just beneath the surface of his 

apparent resignation? The answer, it would seem, is that both readings are 

valid. This is not simply because Pushkin was a poet who generally could 

see multiple sides of every question. (In his work, he repeatedly revisits the 

same situations, viewing them now as tragic, now as comic, now as sacred, 

now as profane.) More to the point, Pushkin understood perfectly the effect 

that emotion has on logic. His portrayal of a speaker torn by contradictory 

impulses rings true psychologically. Anyone suffering from unrequited love 

(and recognizing the futility of hope) would be capable of feeling both selfish 

and selfless at one and the same time. Pushkin’s accomplishment is to give 

voice to these mutually incompatible, yet inextricably linked sentiments — 

and to do so with an astonishing economy of means. 

Anna Akhmatova, a conscious inheritor of the Pushkinian tradition, 

achieved early fame primarily on the strength of her love poetry. Like 

Pushkin’s “I loved you,” these poems reveal a psychological depth beneath a 

calm exterior. Despite the diversity of the “lyrical I” in AKhmatova’s poems, 

contemporaries found the emotions so true to life that they (incorrectly) 

deemed them autobiographical. «A He s106sri TBO pouty» (“I don’t ask 
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for your love”) presents from a woman’s perspective a variation on the theme 

of lost love. 

SA He s0OBH TBOEH poly. 

Ona Tereépb B Haje@7KHOM MECTe. 

Tlopépb, 4To A TBOEM HeBECTe 

PeBHMBbIX MMCeM He TIHIIIy. 

Ho mMyapble TIpHMM COBETHI: 

Jiai éi WuTATb MOM CTHXH, 

Jai 6 xpaHitTb MOH MopTperHl, — 

Beab Tak J11O0€3HbI 9KCHUXH! 

A 5TUM JLYpouKaM HyKHel 

Co3HaHbe 1OHOe MOOETHI, 

Uem WpyxObl cBéTIbIe OeceTbI 

VW smamarp mépBpix HO*KHBIX THe. . . 

Korga xe cuacTua rpomm 

Tbl NpOKUBELMb C MOApyrou MUO 

VM ana ipecpimeHHon AymM 

Bcé craHeT cpa3y Tak MOCTBINO — 

B MOW TOpPXKECTBEHHY!HO HOUb 

He nmpuxogn. Ted He 3Hat0. 

Vs uém mMorsia 6 TeOé TOMOUb? 

OT cudcTbs 4 He MCLesIAHO. 

(I don’t ask for your love. / It’s now in a safe place. / Believe me, I’m not writing your 

fiancée / Any jealous letters. / But take this wise advice: / Let her read my poems, / 

Let her keep my portraits, —/ After all, bridegrooms are so kind! / Yet those little fools 

need more / The consciousness of full conquest / Than the bright conversations of 

friendship / And the memory of the first tender days . . ./ But when you and your dear 

girlfriend / Live through the pennies of happiness / And when to your oversatiated 

soul / Everything suddenly becomes repulsive — / Don’t come into my triumphant 

night. / I don’t know you. / And how could I help you? / I can’t cure anyone from 

happiness. ) 

Once again, the poem takes the form of direct address, this time to an 
informal “you” (which reflects their earlier intimacy). The “plot,” while 
vague, 1s nonetheless sketched more fully than in “I loved you.” The speaker 
is the former beloved of a man who is now engaged to another woman. 
Written in iambic tetrameter (Pushkin’s favorite meter), the poem is orga- 
nized into four-line units, which rhyme first with a “ring” scheme (a-B- 
B-a), then alternating (C-d-C-d). This pattern switches only in the poem’s 
final lines, when the alternating rhymes are unexpectedly retained. This 
change not only emphasizes closure, but also underlines the syntactic con- 
nectedness of the final eight lines. As in Pushkin, the lexicon is simple 
and metaphors are few. The poem’s considerable dynamism comes from 
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the speaker’s rapidly shifting thoughts, which oscillate between present and 

future tense and among statements, exclamations, and questions. 

The first quatrain has a matter-of-fact quality, with a disarming first line 
that seems to question the very premise of a love poem. Love itself is treated 

almost as a physical object, now “in a safe place” (line 2) with the addressee’s 

fiancée (the rhyme “nadezhnom meste” and “neveste” suggests a closeness 

that will soon be doubted). The speaker will send no jealous letters. How- 

ever, the reader acquainted with Pushkin’s “I loved you” already knows the 

power of negative constructions. The words “love” and “jealous” (in the 

Russian, both appear in genitive case as a result of negation) are the stock 

in trade of a love poem, even if the speaker insists that she rejects them. 

The second quatrain marks a distinct change in tone. Using a series of 

imperatives, the speaker urges her erstwhile lover (their earlier amorous rela- 

tionship is revealed indirectly in these lines) to acquaint his fiancée with her 

verses and portraits. This is, of course, peculiar advice. It is not immediately 

evident why a man should share with his fiancée souvenirs from a previous 

amour. Yet instead of offering an explanation, the poet presses onward with 

an appeal to his generosity: «Beqb Tak s100€3HbI 2KeHUXH!» (“After all, bride- 

grooms are so kind!”) The use of the plural is a brilliant rhetorical strategy. 

Love poetry generally shuns plurals (at least as far as the participants are con- 

cerned), because the love bond itself is conceived of as unique, something 

that can happen only to these two people. By casting her former beloved as 

a type, the poet consigns him to predictability. 
This technique is developed in the very next line, which begins the third 

quatrain. The fiancée herself is suddenly transformed into a plural, and 

a rather unflattering one at that (“those little fools”). While the Russian 

diminutive “durochka” can have a positive connotation, here it conveys a 

kind of innocent stupidity. Most importantly, the plural causes her to lose 

her individuality. In this way, the bridegroom and fiancée are no longer 

partners in true love, but mere caricatures playing predetermined roles. 

The fiancée (the type who needs victory above all else) is opposed to the 

sensitive individual (i.e., the speaker), who values the true sentiments of 

love — «cBétubie Gecémpr (“bright conversations’) and the power to recollect 

and thus reconstruct. With the line about the «namaTb MepBbIX H€2KHBIX 

aHeii» (“memory of the first tender days”), the quatrain trails off into ellipsis, 

presumably reflecting the memories themselves. The logical question arises: 

why spend one line on the fiancée’s triumph and two lines (plus ellipsis) on 

the conversations and memories that she is incapable of appreciating? While 

neither the “I” nor the “you” pronoun appears in this quatrain, both are 

clearly implicated in this reference to “memory of the first tender days.” The 

poet mentions these things not only to remind herself, but also to admonish 

her former beloved, the direct addressee of the entire poem. 
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The final eight lines form one logical unit (we have already noted the 

shift in rhyme scheme that supports such a reading). This is the only instance 

in the poem where a four-line unit does not end with a full stop. Instead, 

a dash is used to separate the ‘when . . .” from the “. . . then” clause. In 

these final lines, the plurals disappear and we return to the “I” and “you” of 

the opening. The present tense gives way to the future, predicting a scen- 

ario diametrically opposed to the present. On the lexical level, the phrase 

«noapyra Miia (“dear girlfriend”) — a noun/adjective combination that 

comes up innumerable times in love poetry — clashes noticeably with the 

rather crass metaphor «cuacTua rpoum» (“pennies of happiness,” implying 

“cheap happiness,” mercantile imagery being invariably pejorative in Rus- 

sian) and the epithet «moctBi1o» (“repulsive,” a word foreign to the spirit 

of love poetry). In the final four lines, the poet shifts to a present tense, but 

she still describes future events. Presumably this is done to add immediacy 

and minimize the uncertainty inherent in the future tense. This moment 

of horror, when the “you” recognizes his grave error, coincides with the 

poet’s time of triumph. Rather than welcome her prodigal lover back, she 

rejects him: «Te6a He 3Ha1o» (“I don’t know you”). The clipped syntax 

(four complete sentences in four lines) and negative constructions of the 

opening stanza return, suggesting that we have come full circle. But the 

victim is no longer the “I,” but the “you.” He is suffering from “happiness” 

(now a completely compromised concept, cf. the “pennies of happiness”), 

an illness that the poet cannot heal. The Russian verb “‘istseliat',” built on 

the root “tsel” (“whole”), lends a new dimension to the final line. Love 

is traditionally conceived of as a joining of two parts into one (cf. Plato’s 

“Symposium”), yet the speaker implies that her former beloved will find 

himself in a love relationship that leaves him incomplete. 

While the irony of Pushkin’s “I loved you” was open to dispute, there 
can be no question of its presence in Akhmatova’s “I don’t ask for your 

love.” Once again, the essential question concerns the poem’s psychological 

plausibility. In this case, we encounter the inner monologue of a jilted 

woman. While neither “asking for his love” nor “sending jealous letters 
to his fiancée,” she nonetheless does everything in her power to make her 
former beloved rue his decision to leave her. She urges him to share her 
verses and pictures with his new love. She mocks this new love by making 
it (stereo)typical (“bridegrooms” and “little fools”). Finally, she mocks the 
very idea of lasting happiness, describing how he will tire of the superficiality 
that he now enjoys. The result envisioned is the exact reverse of the present 
situation (hence the curious syntactic and stylistic parallels between the first 
and last quatrains). Now she turns to him and is rebuffed (or ignored); in the 
future he will come to her and receive the same treatment. This symmetry 
is, of course, Classic — it can be found, among other places, in Pushkin’s novel 



Love poetry 103 

in verse Eugene Onegin, the cornerstone of the Russian literary tradition. 

Yet the irony does not end here, for in certain ways the speaker displays a 

dangerous likeness to the “little fools” she sneers at. After all, she herself 

is no longer interested in the sentiments of love, but in victory: «B Mow 

mopoacecmé ennylo HOUb» (“Into my triumphant night’). Finally, the reader — 

as against the listener — should appreciate that this twenty-line poem appears 

on the page without breaks between the quatrains. On the one hand, this 

could be explained by the somewhat irregular rhyme scheme. On the other 

hand, it gives the graphic impression of being a letter — precisely the type of 

“jealous letter” that the poet vowed not to send. In short, the irony turns 

back on the poet herself, ultimately suggesting that her plan for vengeance 

is — the first line notwithstanding — a thinly disguised entreaty for love. 

Marina Tsvetaeva’s «Ilonbirka pépHoctw» (“An Attempt at Jealousy”) 

follows a similar poetic logic, but employs completely different poetic means. 

A line-by-line analysis of this complicated poem would take more space than 

we can afford. We will therefore cite and translate it in its entirety, but discuss 

only a few passages in order to demonstrate some of the salient differences 

between Russia’s two greatest women poets. 

Kak 2KUBEeTCH BAM C JIpyrow, — 

II]poute peab? — YqAp Becma! — 

JImHuelt OeperoB dro 

Ck6po Jb NAMATH OTOMNUIA 

O60 MHé, IWIOBy¥eM OCcTpoBe 

(116 He6y — He 110 BoZAM!) 

Jlyum, yum! Obirb Bam CécTpaMH, 

He sroO0BHHaMH — Bam! 

Kak 2KHBETCA BAM C Npocmor0 

7KénunHoro? bé3 OoxKEecTB? 

DocymappiHto c mpecTosa 

Créprimm (c 6HOoro comedy), 

Kak 2KMBéTCA BAM — XJIOMOUeTCA — 

Exxutca? Beraétca — Kak? 

C noumimuon GecemeprHolt NOWWIOCTH 

Kak cipapiseTecb, 6e2HAK? 

«Cynopor a mepeOdes — 

Xsarut! JL6m ce6é Halimy». 

Kak 2KMBETCH BAM C J1100010 — 

V360panHomy Moemy! 

Cr6licTBeHHee H CbeOOHee — 

Cuéb? IIpuéctea — He ews. . « 

Kak 2xnBéTCaA BAM C TOOOMeM — 

Bam, nonpasmiemy Cunaii! 
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Kak .KMBETCA BAM C 4y7KOW, 

3éuiHero? Pedpom — 11004? 

Crpin 3eBécoBOM BOHKKOIO 

He oxmécrBpiBer 10a? 

Kak 2%KMBETCA BaM — 3/,0pOBHTCA — 

Moxerca? Iloétca — Kak? 

C 43B0410 GeccMeprTHoH COBeCcTH 

Kak cipaBisaetech, Oe,HAK? 

Kak 2KMBETCA BAM C TOBAPOM 

PsiHouHbimM? OOpoK — KpyTOHe 

Tlocne mpamopos Kappappl 

Kak 2%KHBeTCH BAM C Tpyxoi 

Tvncoson? (M3 ribiObi BbIceyveH 

bor — u Hauncto pa30nT!) 

Kak 2KHBETCA BAM C CTOTbICAYHON — 

Bam, mo3HaBiemy JIumnt! 

PbIHOUHOHO HOBH3HOIO 

Cpirsi mu? K Bom6am OcTHIB, 

Kak 2KMBETCA BAM C 3EMHOFO 

JKE€HLWIMHOLO, O€3 WIeCTBIX 

Uysctse Hy, 34 rowoBy: CuacTIIMBBI? 

Hér? B mposane 6e3 rmyOuH — 

Kak 2KHBéTCA, MMIbIM? Tsoxue mm, 

Tak Ke JIM KaK MHE C J[pyruime 

(How’s life with another woman, — / Simpler, surely? — A stroke of the oar! —/ By 

way of the shore’s line / Did memory go away quickly /) About me, the floating 

island / (Along the sky — not along the waters!) / Souls, souls! You were meant to be 

sisters, / Not lovers, you! // How’s life with a sample / Woman? Without divinities? / 

Having deposed the empress from her throne / (After stepping down from it), / 

How’s life — how are your worries — / How are your shivers? How’s your getting up 

[in the morning] — how? / With the immortal tax of banality / How are you coming 

to terms, my poor man? // “Enough of convulsions and palpitations — / I’m going to 

get my own house.” / How’s life with just any woman — / O, my chosen one! // Are 

the victuals more appropriate and more edible? / If it becomes dull — don’t complain 

... / How’s life with a likeness — / You, who have conquered Sinai! // How’s life with 

a foreigner, / Of this world? I’m asking you straight — is she nice? / Does shame, 

like Zeus’ reins, / Not lash your forehead? // How’s life — how’s your health, / How’s 

it going? Your singing — how? / With the immortal sore of conscience / How are 

you managing, poor man? // How’s life with a good / From the market? Is the tax 

steep? / After the marbles of Carrara / How’s life with the dust // From plaster? (A 

god is cut out of a boulder —/ And broken into smithereens!) / How’s life with the 
hundred-thousandth woman — / You, who have known Lilith! // Are you sated by / 
Market novelty? Having cooled toward magic spells, / How’s life with an earthly / 
Woman, without sixth // Senses? Well, on your life now: are you happy? / No? In a 



Love poetry 105 

hole without depths — / How’s life, my dear? More difficult, / Or the same — as my 

life with another man?) 

If the effect of the Pushkin and Akhmatova poems depended on under- 

statement, then Tsvetaeva’s verses move to the other end of the rhetorical 

spectrum: hyperbole. In fact, her expansiveness allows us to see just how 

severely Pushkin and Akhmatova restrict syntax, lexicon, and form. Char- 

acteristic is Tsvetaeva’s use of the stanza. Pushkin and Akhmatova, while 

not introducing line breaks between quatrains, clearly use four-line units 

to organize their thought. In those poems, one can assume that a full stop 

(period, ellipsis, question mark, exclamation) will occur after every fourth 

line. Exceptions to this are rare, and if they occur (e.g., four lines from the 

end of the Akhmatova poem), they indicate a crucial shift in the poetic logic. 

In contrast, Tsvetaeva breaks her poem into quatrains graphically, yet she 

violates the boundary so frequently (and so radically) that the stanza loses its 

traditional shaping function. Spilling over into the first word or phrase of 

the new stanza, her utterance cannot be contained within the vessel that has 

been created for it. (The same phenomenon occurs on the level of the line, 

which Pushkin and Akhmatova treat as a syntactic unit, while Tsvetaeva 

makes enjambment the norm.) Even in her rhymes, Tsvetaeva seeks both 

to conjoin and to disorient. She uses alternating feminine and masculine 

rhymes in the odd-numbered stanzas and dactylic and masculine rhymes in 

the even-numbered stanzas. Ordinarily it is pointless to seek meaning in 

the conventional terms of masculine and feminine rhymes, yet Tsvetaeva 

realizes this dormant semantic potential: the poem’s first feminine rhyme 

word (“‘drugoiu”) denotes a woman, while the final masculine rhyme word 

(“drugim”) denotes a man. This shift of attention from the “other woman” 

to the “other man” highlights the seismic shift of perspective that occurs 

in the final stanza. Tsvetaeva’s rhymes themselves tend to be inexact (e-.g., 

khlopéchetsia/péshlosti) and unpredictable (e.g., liuba/Iba). In the Pushkin 

and Akhmatova poems we have examined in this chapter, every rhyme is 

pure. In “An Attempt at Jealousy,” less than half of them are. Indeed, the 

sudden shift in tone of the last stanza especially stands out because none of 

the rhymes are pure (strictly speaking, they are not rhymes at all, but merely 

assonance). 

In terms of poetic language, Pushkin’s vocabulary belongs entirely to 

the norms of love poetry, and Akhmatova’s rarely strays beyond them. In 

contrast, Tsvetaeva mixes registers incessantly. Her reiterated “Kak zhivet- 

sia vam” (““How’s life”) is colloquial, as are numerous other expressions, 

e.g., ‘“ved'” (“surely), “bedniak” (“my poor man), mur ( well” )s Yetshe 

also includes words and forms that would never be used in spoken lan- 

guage and sound like they came off the pages of an eighteenth-century ode, 
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e.g., “s onogo soshed” (“After stepping down from it” — both the pronoun 

[onogo] and verbal adverb [soshed] are archaic), “popravshemu” (the past 

active participle formed from the high-style verb “poprat'” [“to conquer”’]). 

In short, Tsvetaeva’s lexicon is, characteristically, at once more colloquial 

and more bookish than that of Pushkin and Akhmatova. And while Pushkin 

and Akhmatova keep metaphor (and allusion) to a minimum, Tsvetaeva 

relies on both, often in combination. For example, the poet equates her 

former beloved with Moses («Bam, nompaButemy CuHaii» — “you who have 

conquered Sinai”) and with Adam («Bam, nmo3HaBuiemy JImmiT» — “you 

who have known Lilith”). Besides these allusions to the Bible and apoc- 

rypha, one finds obvious references to classical antiquity (Zeus) and Italian 

Renaissance art (Carrara, the source of marble for the great sculptors). These 

explicit allusions are developed in extremely subtle ways. For example, once 

Adam has been called to mind (through the reference to Lilith), we may 

surmise that the expression “rebrom” (here with the unambiguous sense 

of “straightforwardly,” but literally meaning “by the rib”) is intended to 

recall Adam’s rib, and therefore Eve (and by extension the theme of lost 

paradise). Likewise, the periphrastic mention of Moses is enough to recall 

Michelangelo’s famous statue of him, which explains the phrase «mpamopoB 

Kappappm (“marbles of Carrara’) a few stanzas later. 

We have suggested that in poetry, any element of language can become 

a poetic device. Tsvetaeva makes virtuoso use of punctuation to accentuate 

the speaker’s emotional state. Her poem contains twenty two dashes, twenty 

one question marks, seven exclamation points, and one ellipsis. The one and 

only period (stanza 5) closes the quoted speech of the former beloved and 

is thus associated with him. Indicative statements, it appears, are not part of 

the poet’s own diction. Pronouns, usually crucial to the dynamism of love 

poetry, are surprisingly unvaried here: the “you” (formal is used) appears 

twelve times, but exclusively in the dative case, eight times in the identical 

expression, while the “I” appears only twice (neither time as the subject). 
Impersonal constructions dominate, creating a strange lack of agency. The 
“you” and “T” do not so much act as they are acted upon. 

T’svetaeva’s word choice is dictated as much by aural as by semantic con- 
siderations. In the question «C némumnoii GeceméprHoii némsmoctH / Kak 
ciipaBiaeTech, OeqHaAK?» (“With the immortal tax of banality / How are 
you coming to terms, my poor man?”), the words «némummHa» (“tax”) and 
«momtocT» (“banality”) are brought together primarily because they sound 
so similar. Of course, Tsvetaeva takes advantage of their sense as well (the 
literal meaning of «6eqHaK» [poor man’”] is activated by the reference to 
tax). Other aspects of Tsvetaeva’s varied wordplay are apparent in the lines: 
«CBOHCTBeHHee MH CheqOGHee — / CHénb? IIpueéctca — He nenaii . . .» (“Are 
the victuals more appropriate and more edible? / If it becomes dull — don’t 
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complain .. .”). To begin with, «cbeqo6Hee» (“more edible”) and «cHenb» 

(“victuals”) lead the reader to expect the verb «ecTb» (to eat). Instead of 

fulfilling this expectation, Tsvetaeva follows these words with the verb 
«mpuectaes,» built from the root «ecTb» (to eat), but having a very different 

meaning (“to get sick of”). Moreover, she takes advantage of the repeated 

“s” and “n” sounds in «CBoiicrBeHHee, cbeqoOHee, CHelb» to prepare the 

appearance of «CuHaii» at the end of the stanza, an otherwise improbable 

lexical jump from the quotidian to the biblical. 

If Pushkin’s “I loved you” was based on the repetition of the initial state- 

ment (and its concomitant focus on the speaker), then Tsvetaeva’s “Attempt 

at Jealousy” can be seen as a curious response, where a reiterated question 

draws attention to the addressee. Throughout the poem, the poet revisits 

her earlier relationship to the addressee by juxtaposing it with the addressee’s 

present relationship with another woman. Very frequently, these oppositions 

are expressed in terms of earthly imagery (physical, mercantile, domestic — 

always pejorative in Tsvetaeva’s poetic world) versus heavenly imagery (spir- 

itual, mythological, magical — in short, the world of poetry). The addressee, 

who formerly participated in that extraterrestrial world, is asked how he 

enjoys his new, mundane existence. The implication — as in the Akhmatova 

poem — is that anyone who could have loved the speaker cannot possibly 

find true happiness with the vapid woman he now loves. 

Pushkin and Akhmatova carefully crafted a “poetic argument,” where 

each line builds on the preceding one. Tsvetaeva uses a different strategy, 

which could be likened to an ode. It is not so much a linear progression as 

a constant amplification of a single point. Her poem is structured around 

unrelenting contrasts, with each successive stanza emphasizing yet more the 

distance between the two women and (implicitly) the addressee’s error in 

rejecting the poet in favor of the “simpler” one. In the final stanza, this 

pattern suddenly shifts: 

Hy, 34 romopy: CuacTuIMBbI? 

Hér? B nposane 6e3 rmyOun — 

Kak 2%KMBeTCH, MMJIbIM? Tpke JIM, 

Tak Ke JIM KaK MHE C pyro? 

(Well, on your life now: are you happy? / No? In a hole without depths —/ How’s life, 

my dear? More difficult, / Or the same — as my life with another man?) 

The interrogative intonation continues, yet the nature of the questions has 

changed. The first question asks about his happiness, and the poet answers it 

herself — negatively. She likens his existence to a «nposay» (the word means 

a “hole,” but also, figuratively, a “failure”). The one thing to be expected of 

a hole, of course, is depth. But playing on the figurative meaning of depth, 

the poet negates even this possibility. Her next question is yet more shocking 
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in its simplicity. It is a refrain of the question asked seven times earlier «Kak 

%KUBETCA BaM» (literally: “How is your life?”), yet now the poet removes the 

formal “you” (“vam”) and replaces it with the appellation “mily1” (“my 

dear”) — one of the most time-honored epithets of love poetry. Had this 

word appeared in the first stanza, it would have seemed normal. After the 

rhetorical fireworks of the preceding stanzas, it comes as a complete sur- 

prise. Should it be understood ironically or seriously — or both at once? The 

final lines make it even harder to decide: the poet asks her former beloved to 

compare his present relationship not to their old relationship (as she has done 

throughout the poem and as we fully expect her to do once more) but rather 

to her new relationship with another man (about whom we learn only in the 

poem’s final word). Thus arises the heretofore wholly unanticipated possi- 

bility that her former beloved is actually worse off than she is; that she has not 

only replaced his presence in her life but transcended it, transferring the pain 

to him. This jarring final question somewhat clarifies the poem’s perplexing 

title. This is “An Attempt at Jealousy,” but we are no longer certain whose. 

Is it the jealousy of the speaker (as we assumed all along) or the jealousy that 

she is attempting to call forth in her addressee (a possibility that arises only in 

the poem’s final line)? In either case, Tsvetaeva — like Pushkin and Akhma- 

tova — forces the reader to readjust perspective and reassess a seemingly clear 

situation. As always in Tsvetaeva, there is extraordinary control behind a 
highly emotional facade, a carefully articulated structure behind constantly 

shifting images. As always in love poetry, the actual events are overshad- 

owed by the speaker's reaction to them. The reader, by “overhearing” this 
reaction, observes a complex psychological drama unfold. 

Proverbs attest to the irrational quality of love: “Love is blind,” we say in 
English — «cépay He MpuKaxemb» (“you can’t give an order to the heart”) 
is the Russian equivalent. The challenge for the love poet is to maintain the 
fundamentally illogical nature of love without losing the structure that is 
the essence of poetry. Love is inimical to repetition, while poetry thrives on 
it. Love is spontaneous, while poetry demands contemplation. Not surpris- 
ingly, the three poems examined in this chapter all rest on paradox and, ulti- 
mately, interpretive indecidability. Throughout, there is a tension between 
passion and control, between what is directly expressed and what is implied. 
In all three cases, the speaker attempts to overcome a difficult situation by 
rejecting the present in favor of the past or future, about which he/she 
is extremely territorial. A seemingly emotional state does not preclude a 
careful weighing of guilt and meting out of punishment. In moving from 
Pushkin to Akhmatova to Tsvetaeva, we find unreciprocated love becom- 
ing a source of increasing heat and even punitiveness. As readers, of course, 
we are placed in a delicate position. On the one hand, we are detached. 
Having only the barest sense of the events that precipitated the poem, we 
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observe with a certain amusement and bemusement the speaker’s attempts 

to overcome his/her present misery. On the other hand, as human beings, 

we cannot but sympathize with the plight before us. In the speaker, we 

recognize a version of ourselves. Pushkin’s verses ring as true today as they 

did to his contemporaries. In their mingling of self-sacrifice, self-pity, and 

self-praise, they epitomize the fate of the rejected lover. Akhmatova and 

Tsvetaeva follow a different scenario, but with no less convincing psycho- 

logical portraiture. In their poems, the jilted lover comes to terms with the 

eternal problem of explaining how her otherwise perfect partner could make 

such a ghastly error as to choose a wholly inferior mate. Here jealousy and 

desire mix uneasily with the thirst for revenge. Such poetry moves beyond 

the individual, asking us to revisit ourselves, to recognize the rational and 

irrational composition of human emotion. 



Chapter 7 

Nature poetry 

JlyMa 3a JLYMOM, BOJIHA 3a BOJIHOH, 

JBa MposBsIeHbA CTHXMHM OHOH. 

Trotues, «Bosra i ZyMa» 

Thought upon thought, wave upon wave, 

Two manifestations of the same element. 

Tiutchev, “Wave and Thought” 

The term “nature poetry” itself connotes two distinct yet related realms: 

the human subject and the natural object, the observer and the observed. 

Like landscape painters, nature poets do not simply reproduce what they 

see, but filter it through their own consciousness. The prominence of the 

observer varies considerably from painting to painting and from poem to 

poem. It may be foregrounded or reduced, but never obliterated. Even the 

photograph, that most mimetic of art forms, cannot offer an unmediated 

view of nature, if only because a photographer necessarily selects one piece 
out of reality at the expense of others. 

Of course, poets and painters rarely aspire to the degree of verisimilitude 

of a photographer. Nor do we expect them to render a scene “precisely 

as it 1s.” It would be absurd to study the landscapes of Vincent Van Gogh 

or Caspar David Friedrich as a means of understanding the topology and 

climate of southern France or northern Germany. On the contrary: these 

works fascinate as much through their creators’ strength of personality as 

through the scenes they depict. In a similar way, nature poetry tends to 

refract rather than reflect the landscape. These poems are often less pictorial 
than contemplative and associative. 

Like love poetry, nature poetry cannot be defined by formal markers. The 

distinguishing characteristic is the theme itself. A brief poem by Afanasy Fet 
serves as a useful introduction to the genre: 

Bypa Ha Hé6e BeyépHem, 

M6ps cepantroro mrym — 

Byps Ha MOpe Hf ALYMBI, 

Muoro My4iTesbHBIX YM — 

110 
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Byps Ha MOpe Ht ALYMbI, 

XOp BO3pacTarolllux LYM — 

Uepuasa Tyya 3a TyYeH, 

Mops cepaitoro tym. 

(A storm on the evening sky, / The noise of the angry sea —/ A storm on the sea and 

thoughts, / Many tortuous thoughts —/ A storm on the sea and thoughts, / A chorus 

of burgeoning thoughts — / Black stormcloud after stormcloud, / The noise of the 

angry sea.) 

What is this poem about? On the surface, it could hardly be simpler. It 

is a poetic rendering of an evening storm on the waters. One could easily 

conceive of a landscape painting on the same subject, full of dark clouds 

and tempestuous waves. Such a pictorial representation could recreate the 

theme and even the brooding tone of Fet’s poem. However, it could not 

even approximate the distinctiveness of his verse language. 

Perhaps the easiest way to define the quality of this poem is through 

absence. The poem contains no verbs, no pronouns, no adverbs, no semantic 

figures of speech, no elaborate syntax, no complex grammatical construc- 

tions (dative and accusative cases are absent entirely; instrumental appears 

only once). What is present (mainly nouns and adjectives) stands out all 

the more starkly through insistent repetition. All poetry is based on various 

forms of repetition (rhythm, sounds, images, etc.), but few poems repeat 

quite this emphatically. In a work this brief, it is astounding not simply 

that individual words recur (as many as four times), but that entire lines are 

repeated verbatim. 
The poem is written in dactylic trimeter, with alternating feminine and 

masculine line endings. With two exceptions, the lines rhyme, though in a 

remarkably heavy-handed way, with so-called tautological rhymes dominant 

(“shum” rhymes twice with “dum”, “dumy” rhymes with “dumy”’). Indeed, 

it is difficult to say what is more peculiar: that two lines do not rhyme (in 

Russian poems of the nineteenth century, one expects either all rhymes or no 

rhymes, not a mixture) or that the remaining lines rhyme so unimaginatively. 

These simplistic end-rhymes are complemented, however, by a series of 

rhymes at line beginnings (where rhyme is not traditionally expected). “Buria” 

repeats three times, while “moria” rhymes with “khor” and “chernaia.” 

Because of the relative brevity of trimeter lines, all rhymes (and, for that 

matter, all repeated words and sounds) are exceptionally prominent. In other 

words, in most lines, two of the three stressed vowels are found in rhymed 

words. 

Closer inspection shows the depth of Fet’s attention to sound repeti- 

tion. The few words that do not rhyme are all carefully embedded in the 

larger sound fabric. For example, neither “vechernem” (line 1) nor Hicker 
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(line 7) rhyme with other words in line final position, yet “vechernem” clearly 

echoes “chérnaia” (the first word of the “unrhymed” line 7), and “tuchei” 

not only rhymes with “tucha,” (“tucha za tuchei”), but also is adumbrated 

in the sounds of “‘vozrastaiushchikh” (line 6). In line initial positions, only 

“mnogo” does not rhyme, but even this word repeats the key consonant 

and stressed vowel of the ubiquitous “more.” (In a pure rhyme, consonant 

and stressed vowel must be adjacent — here they are separated by the let- 

ter “n.”) Of seven nouns in this poem, four share the stressed vowel “u” 

(“shum,” “dum,” “buria,” “tucha”’) and two the stressed vowel “o” (“more”’ 

and “khor”). The sole exception, “nebo” is fixed into the sound pattern- 

ing through alliteration: “Buria na nebe . . .” Moreover, all nouns conform 

to one of two stress patterns: either they are monosyllabic (shum, dum, 

khor) or bisyllabic with stress on the first syllable: (buria, nebo, more, dumy, 

tucha). In short, Fet’s use of sound repetition goes far beyond the obvious 

end rhymes, extending to virtually every word in the poem. 

But what was Fet seeking to achieve though such careful sound orches- 

tration? With so many repeated nouns and no finite verbs, the poem makes 

an initial impression of stasis. Indeed, contemporaries ridiculed this poem 

for what seemed to them its plodding obviousness. Yet closer analysis reveals 

a complexity of meaning as well as sound texture. On the semantic level, 

the individual words belong to two distinct spheres: natural and human. 

If the first line is purely representational, the second already suggests the 

presence of a human observer. «Mops cepantoro urym» (“The noise of the 

angry sea”) is a personification, albeit not a particularly unusual one. As in 

English, the “angry sea” is essentially a dead metaphor, a phrase so common 

that one is apt not to recognize the personification (in contrast to odd, but 

conceivable collocations such as “happy sea” or “‘angry tree”). In the course 

of the next six lines, however, the personification becomes more forceful. 

In the third line, Fet introduces “dumy,” a word unambiguously associated 

with man (the “thinking reed,” in Pascal’s famous formulation). This pas- 

sage from “angry sea” to “tortuous thoughts” may seem arbitrary to an 

English speaker, but the whole point is that this occurs in Russian, where 
sound repetitions support the semantic development. The very phonemes 
of the word “dumy” have been adumbrated in the previous lines: «Mops 
cepouroro mpm — / bypa Ha mope u Ofmpp>. The fluidity of the border 
between the human and the natural is reflected in the word choice — not 
simply in terms of meaning but, equally important, in terms of the specific 
sounds that compose these words. 

If, in line 2, «Mépa CepAMTOrO Lym» was primarily a nature descrip- 
tion with only a hint of personification, the final line (identical except for 
the punctuation) is a statement completely imbued with human presence. 
How can the same words have a such a different meaning? In between the 
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second and final lines, the process of personification becomes increasingly 

pronounced. Already in line 4, the human element is dominant. In «MuHoro 

MYUMTCIbHBIX LYM» (“Many tortuous thoughts’), nature has disappeared 

entirely. Still, one might suggest that this line should be understood figur- 

atively, as an internalization of the impending storm. The ambiguity here 

cannot be resolved. Indeed, it is essential to the poem’s ultimate meaning, 

which is based on constant intersections — through sound, syntax, and mean- 

ing — of the spheres of the human and the natural. By the end, it is unclear 

whether the troubled thoughts are a reflection of the stormy seascape or 

whether the entire seascape is merely a metaphor for the poet’s troubled 

thoughts. In other words, tenor and vehicle have become inseparable to the 

point where we can no longer say for certain which is which. 

Fet’s poem, then, contains considerably more development than 1s initially 

evident. More overtly than visual art — and more dynamically, because it 

unfolds in time — his “verbal painting” accentuates the degree to which 

a depiction of the natural world is ultimately a landscape of the mind. 

Observation inspires meditation, making the observer a part of the observed. 

Fet’s “simple” poem about nature turns out to be a statement about human 

consciousness and its relationship to the external world. 
Fet’s poem contains not a single pronoun, yet it invokes the authorial self 

through personification. A more radical version of this same technique can 

be found in Mikhail Lermontov’s «4pye» (“The Sail’). The poem focuses 

not on nature per se, but on an inanimate, man-made object within a natural 

scene. 

Benéet napyc of MHOKHH 

B ryMaHe Mops rosly6om!. . 

Uro Met OH B CTpaHe WaseKoH? 

Uo KMiHysI OH B Kpal) pOHOM?. . 

Urparor BosHbI — BéTep CBHLIET, 

V maura rHétea M CKpHMIMT .. . 

Yeu! OH CUACTHA He MIMeT 

Vue or cudcrus OexuT. 

Tlog Hum crpys cBeTIeH Ja3ypH, 

Haj HMM Jty4 CONHIa 3010TOH . . . 

A 6H, MATOKHBIM, MeT Oypu, 

Kak 6yaTo B Oypsx ecTb NOKOi! 

(A sail shows white / In the sea’s light-blue mist! / What does it seek in a distant 

country? / What has it abandoned in its native land? // The waves play — the wind 

whistles, / And the mast bends and creaks . . . / Alas! it does not seek happiness / 

And does not flee happiness. // Beneath it is a stream brighter than azure, / Above it 

is a golden ray of sun . . . / But it, the rebellious one, seeks a storm, / As if in storms 

there were peace!) 
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«Hapyc» consists of three quatrains of iambic tetrameter with alternating 

feminine and masculine rhymes. This is the most common stanzaic form in 

the history of Russian poetry, and Lermontov makes no striking departures 

from tradition in his realization of it. The poem has no enjambment, no 

explicit metaphors, and both vocabulary and syntax are strikingly simple 

(so simple, in fact, that this poem is often assigned to first-year students of 

the Russian language). However, beneath this uncomplicated surface lies a 

subtle degree of patterning. 
Each stanza is structured in precisely the same fashion. The first two lines 

are descriptive and conclude with an ellipsis, while the second two lines 

might be called “interpretive,” in that they comment on the first two. The 

first stanza ends with a question, the second with a statement (perhaps an 

answer to that prior question), and the final stanza with an exclamation. 

This structure reflects a gradual increase of emotional involvement on the 

part of the observer. 

In each stanza, the descriptive half leads somewhat unexpectedly to the 

interpretive half. The first stanza initially establishes the existence of a lone 
sail shrouded in the fog of the sea. Yet the questions that immediately follow 

suggest much more: that it is “seeking” something far away and “abandon- 

ing” something in its homeland. One can surmise that the sail is moving 

away from the observer, but the oppositions used in these grammatically par- 

allel lines (iskat'/kinut' [to search/to abandon], dalekaia strana/krai rodnoi 

[distant country/native land]) suggest a level of animacy that one ordinarily 
does not grant to a sail. 

The second stanza is still more puzzling. Because the first focused on a 

sail (rather than on the entire ship), it gave the impression that the ship was 

being viewed from a considerable distance. However, the observer in the 

second stanza is close enough to hear the mast as it creaks in the wind. 

And where did this violent wind come from? The first stanza had given the 
setting as «B TyMaHe MOps rosyOOM» (“in the sea’s light-blue mist”), not a 
particularly threatening image. In short, not only has the observer’s position 
shifted; the weather itself appears to have changed. The second half of the 
stanza again departs radically from the descriptive tone of the first. Now 
questions are replaced by answers. The sail, we learn, neither seeks nor flees 
happiness. What might have been surmised based on lines three and four 
now becomes obvious beyond a doubt. The sail is a symbol. It is not simply 
a synecdoche, where the sail stands for the entire ship, but a metaphor, ie., 
it represents something else entirely. The ubiquity of the masculine singular 
pronoun «oH» (“it,” but literally: “he”), which replaces the noun «mapye» 
(“sail”) after line one, suggests that we are not really discussing a sail or even 

a boat, but a man. And the exclamation «Yepi!» (“Alas!”’) implies that this 
Is not just any man, but a projection of the observer himself. 
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If one could reconcile the settings of the first two stanzas by arguing for a 

shift in perspective, the third stanza challenges even this approach. It defies 

ordinary logic that a «y4 cémHUa 300TOM» (“golden ray of sunlight”) and 

a «CTpyA CBeTIIEM Jasypu» (“stream brighter than azure”) can coexist with 

the misty, even stormy weather of the first two stanzas. Yet the beautiful 

weather appears not to influence the interpretive half of the stanza. The 

sail, now modified by the striking epithet «maréxHuit» (“rebellious”), seeks 

storms. The poem’s numerous hidden paradoxes culminate in the explicit 

paradox of the alliterative final lines: «mujer 6ypu, / Kak 6yaTO B OypsX eCTb 

TOKO!» (“seeks a storm, / As if in storms there were peace!”’). 

Looking back on the poem as a whole, certain essential features emerge 

that were scarcely noticeable on first reading. The only pronoun in this 

poem is the third-person singular, yet every moment is controlled by the 

observations and commentary of an implicit “I.” This invisible but highly 

emotional speaker completely manipulates our view (both literal and fig- 

urative) of the sail, to the extent that each stanza appears to depict an 

entirely different scene. To paint Fet’s seascape would be a relatively simple 

task. If one wished to reproduce Lermontov’s poem in pictorial form, it 

would probably be necessary to produce three different works. A quintessen- 

tially Romantic poet, Lermontov dominates his surroundings. Fet’s poem, 

in constrast, showed a certain balance between observer and observed; 

indeed, the boundary could not be fixed precisely. In «]apyo», there is no 

attempt to picture nature “as it is” — rather, nature reflects the poet’s con- 

sciousness. What superficially resembles a seascape (the portrait of a single 

sail on the water) is actually a psychological projection of the poet’s inner 

struggle. 
Russian Romanticism was a diverse movement. While Lermontov’s 

poetic persona reflected the Byronic ideal, Fedor Tiutchev was much closer 

to the German Romantics. Tiutchev spent years in Munich and was fully 

aware of the developments of Naturphilosophie, a highly abstract area of phi- 

losophy that used man’s relationship to nature as a way to investigate the sub- 

ject/object problem. Tiutchev raises similar questions in his verse, though 

without the formal rigor of a philosophical system. Indeed, the search for 

such systematization (and the consistency it implies) may be the most funda- 

mental difference between the philosopher and the poet. Tiutchev’s «Ecrp 

B OCeHH MepBoHauabHOM (“There is in earliest autumn”’) serves as a good 

example of his approach: 

Ectb B 6CeHH MepBOHAdAIbHOM 

Koporkas, Ho (HBHas Nopa — 

Becb €Hb CTOMT Kak ObI XpyCTdJIbHbIM, 

Vs smyue3apubl Beyepa . . . 
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[ye 064ppbli cépn ry uv maga KOsOC, 

Tenépb yx IlycTo Bcé — mpocTop Be3zé, — 

JIMuib MayTHHbI TOHKMM BOTOC 

Brecrur Ha 1pa3,HOM Oopo3zeé. 

IlycréeT BO3qyXx, MITHI He CIbILIHO Ose, 

Ho ganexo emé 20 népBbIx 34MHUX Oypb — 

Vs sbercea yvictas MH Tenad Wa3ypb 

Ha oTgpixdatoulee 10e . . . 

(There is in earliest autumn / A short, but wondrous time, — / The entire day is as if 
crystalline / And the evenings are radiant . . . // Where the cheerful scythe wandered 
and the grain fell, / Now everything is empty — everywhere there is space, — / Only 
the slender strand of a spider web / Glistens on the empty furrow. // The air becomes 
empty, birds are heard no more, / But the first winter storms are still distant —/ And 
the pure and warm azure air streams / Onto the resting field . . .) 

This poem is written in free iambs, that is to say, in iambic lines of varying 
and unpredictable lengths. Such a meter is not unusual in lyric meditations of 
this period, and it would be unwise to seek a precise “meaning” in each line 
length. That is to say, it is unlikely that the pentameter lines are semantically 
consistent or, for that matter, opposed to the tetrameters. Like other poets 
of the time, Tiutchev probably chose this relatively free metrical scheme as 
a formal equivalent to his wandering train of thought. 

Tiutchev’s nature poems are philosophical in spirit rather than in careful 
argument or syllogism. The tone is set by the first word. Experienced readers 
of Russian poetry expect that a poem beginning with the word «Ecrb» 
(“there is”) will be meditative. Whenever this word begins a line of verse — 
and the malleability of Russian syntax easily allows such constructions — it 
draws attention to itself (though it does not receive metrical stress in iambic 
lines such as these). 

Tiutchev focuses on a brief period in early autumn. The harvest is already 
over (line 5), the birds have migrated (line 9), but the first winter snowstorms 
are still distant (line 10). Throughout, this «apenas mopa» (“wondrous 
time”) is characterized by fragility, silence, motionlessness, and absence (note 
how the adjective “pusto” in line 6 anticipates the verb “pusteet” in line 9). A 
person is mentioned only in the fifth line, and even here indirectly. The 
synecdoche (“serp” [‘‘scythe”]) and personification (“bodryi” [“cheerful’”}) 
call to mind the presence of the harvester, while the two past tense verbs (all 
other verbs are in the present tense) relegate his activities to a prior time, 
suggesting his irrelevance to the autumnal scene. It is worth noting how 
Tiutchev emphasizes these verbs still more through syntax, using a chiasmic 
construction to place them next to each other («cepll ey14.1 MH Nddat KOmn0C»). 
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This contrasts sharply with the remainder of the poem, where verbs are less 

frequent, always in present tense, and depict stasis rather than action (the 

final verb “l'etsia” [“streams”’] being a significant exception in this regard). 

The poem concludes with the image of a “resting” field. The Russian 

word “otdykhaiushchee,” etymologically linked to the word for breath, 

suggests life, but in this poem life is equated with nature, not man. In the 

final lines, the “lazur'” (“azure air’’) streams downward, creating a mysterious 

communion between above and below, the heavens and the earth. It is as if 

the earth itself is experiencing what in religious thought is called kenosis, the 
emptying out of the human so that it can become a receptacle for the divine. 

The poem does not so much conclude as trail off, with ellipses lending a 

sense of perpetuity to this fleeting moment. 
Insofar as the poet is a representative of mankind, he celebrates in this 

poem his own absence. As in the examples by Fet and Lermontov, there is no 

authorial “I.” However, whereas in those other poems the “I” was implicit 

through frequent personification, here Tiutchev reduces the human pres- 

ence in every way possible. One inevitably senses the poet’s presence in 

the exquisite imagery, but the urgency and turmoil that so marks the 

observer in the earlier poems is absent. Indeed, this harmonious picture 

comes into being only because mankind has been removed from it. More 

precisely, man becomes maximally an observer and minimally a participant. 

This seemingly unmediated vision of nature is, of course, a very particu- 

lar view, a Romantic’s dream of an “organic,” peaceful, and self-contained 

world independent of the observing subject. Such a state cannot exist for 

long — hence the fragility of so much of the imagery and the emphasis on 

the brevity of this privileged moment. 
Tiutchev was a poet of paradox. While contemporary philosophers 

aspired to a precise and systematic understanding of nature, he allowed for a 

multitude of mutually contradictory perspectives. The omniscient yet max- 

imally distanced observer of «Ect B OceHH MepBOHayaIbHO!» is countered 

by a participatory, even anguished poet in another of his poems, «O 4¥é TbI 

BOCLIb»: 

O uéM TbI BOeLIb, BETP HOUHOM? 

O 4éM Tak céTyelllb O€3YMHO?. . 

Uro 3Ha4uuT CTpaHHbIi ro0c TBOH, 

To rmyxo *xAaOOHBIM, TO LIyYMHO? 

TIoHATHBIM CépALly 13bIKOM 

Tpep Mlb 0 HeMOHSATHOM Myke — 

Vi poéeutb vf B3pbIBaelllb B HEM 

Tlopoii HericTosble 3BYKU! . . 
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O, crpalllHbIx meceH CHX He TOK 

IIlpo apesBuuii xdoc, mpo power! 

Kak 2KaHO MHp Jy HOUHOM 

Buumaert moBectu s1100MMoH! 

V3 cMepTHoH pBeTca OH TpyAH, 

OH c OecrpeqesbHbIM 2KAK TET CIMTECA! . . 

O, Oypb 3acHYBINMX He Oya — 

Iloa HuMH xdoc meBemHTcaA! . . 

(What do you howl about, night wind? / What do you lament so wildly? . . / 

What does your strange voice mean, / Now mutely, now noisily complaining? / In a 

language comprehensible to the heart / You reiterate incomprehensible torment — / 

And you burrow and arouse in the heart / Sounds that are at times furious! . . // O, 

do not sing these terrible songs / About ancient, native chaos! / How greedily the 

world of the night soul / Drinks in its favorite tale! / It tears itself from the mortal 

breast, / It strives to fuse with the infinite! . . / O, do not rouse storms that have fallen 

asleep —/ Beneath them chaos stirs! . .) 

In this poem, the punctuation alone indicates the high degree of emo- 

tional engagement. In «EcTb B OceHH MepBoHaydsbHOM» each stanza was 

composed of a single sentence, culminating once in a period and twice 

in ellipses. Such punctuation aptly reflected the meditative quality of that 

poem. In contrast, «O 4ém TI Boel» relies on question marks and excla- 

mation points that come at much briefer intervals. The tone is urgent and 
the poetic voice deeply implicated. 

The flurry of opening interrogatives creates an immediate sense of 
uncertainty. However, within that uncertainty, important assumptions are 
revealed. For example, in the first line, the poet addresses the wind, 
thereby suggesting that it is an entity with a consciousness and even posit- 
ing the possibility of genuine communication with it. In «Ectp B é6cenn 
MepBOHadaIbHOM a detached effect was created through avoidance of all 
pronouns. This poem begins with an explicit “you” addressed by an implicit 
“I,” thus setting the stage for a confrontation between these two forces. 

The second question qualifies and develops the first. The wind is not sim- 
ply howling, but lamenting, i-e., it expresses sorrow, a human emotion. The 
word “bezumno,” meaning “madly” or “wildly,” may have an additional 
sense in this context. Literally, of course, it means “without a mind,” and 
Tiutchev perhaps wishes to underscore the fact that he is concerned here 
with a different type of consciousness — “mindless” nature versus the ratio- 
nality of man. In any case, the third question goes so far as to lend a “strannyl 
golos” (“strange voice”) to the wind, thus completing the personification 
of the first line. Now, however, there is an assumption that the wind indeed 
has a meaning. The final four lines of the stanza already begin to answer the 
questions posed. Through close proximity of the opposed adjectives “‘poniat- 
nym” and “neponiatnoi,” Tiutchev emphasizes a fundamental paradox. In 
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these lines, nature speaks directly to the heart (1.e., not to the mind), which 

can comprehend it but not the torment it describes. The final two lines of 

the stanza mark a sudden and important shift. The object (wind) leaves its 

mark on the subject (poet), tearing from his heart “neistovye zvuki” (“furi- 

ous sounds”). Now the emotional qualities of the opening lines become 

clear: the poet does not simply address the wind as a distanced “other,” but 

as something intimately linked to himself. 

In the second stanza, this link is explored and explained, not ina discursive 

manner but in a series of exclamations. The earlier sound imagery — through 

which a howl became in turn a lament, a voice, and a language — reaches 

its final point as a song with a specific narrative component [povest']. This 

narrative is nothing less than a cosmology, according to which man yearns to 

return to his origins in primordial chaos. The human element, represented 

by the “mir dushi nochnoi” (“world of the night soul”), recognizes its kin- 

ship with this “bespredel'noe” (“endlessness” or, literally, “boundlessness”’) 

and seeks to merge with it by breaking forth from its mortal confines. 

However, the pathos of this second stanza lies in the two negated imper- 

atives (“ne poi’/“ne budi”), both emphatically placed in rhyming position. 

The poet in no way denies the powerful bond between man and nature, 

finite and infinite, microcosm and macrocosm. Yet he urgently warns against 

this attraction, presumably because any unification would entail the death 

of the individual consciousness. The poem posits the annulment of the 

subject/object relationship, but at the cost of the subject's very existence. 

The peaceful, if momentary, resolution of «EcTb B OCeHH MepBOHayaIbHOM» 

is replaced by a vision of triumphant chaos, alluring, yet terrifying in its 

permanence. In retrospect, the almost frantic opening questions posed to 

the wind can be understood as masking the poet’s true concerns: human 

impermanence, the imminence of chaos, and the longing for death. The 

distance between nature poetry and landscape painting could hardly be more 

pronounced than in this poem. There is virtually nothing visual here at all; 

the development comes about through a series of images, drawing on (and 

eventually leaving behind) the howling of the night wind. 

The previous four poems concerned man’s relationship to nature, but each 

used a different setting to come to its own distinct conclusions. The fol- 

lowing two poems — one from the nineteenth century and one from the 

twentieth — treat a common theme. The first is by Tiutchev, the second 

by Boris Pasternak, arguably Russia’s greatest nature poet of the twenti- 

eth century. Pasternak’s verse is highly individualistic and idiosyncratic, yet 

he consciously draws on the work of his predecessors, often borrowing 

specific words and images. (Curious readers may wish to compare his 

«Crénb» [“The Steppe”] with two Fet poems written half'a century earlier: 
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«Crénb Béyepom» [‘“The Steppe in the Evening” and «Ha crére céHa HOUbIO 

Ox HON» [“On a hayrick on a southern night”].) However, in the poems 

below, there are no obvious links between the texts beyond the theme of a 

thunderstorm. Just as one can learn a great deal about the specific interests 

of landscape painters by comparing how differently they portray the same 

object, so poetic distinctiveness stands out most clearly in apposition. 

BeceHHsaa Ppo3a 

JIo6s16 rpo3y B Haudse Maa, 

Korga BecéHHuit, népBbIi rpoM, 

Kak ObI pe3Bsaca HW urpas, 

TpoxouetT B Hé6e rosryOom. 

[pemar packaTbiI MOmOJBIe, 

Bot 1O%*K TMK Opbi3Hyd, MbUIb eTHT, 

Topics mépstbl 1O%*KTeBbIe, 

VM comHue HUTH 30J1IOTHT. 

C ropbi OeKHT MOTOK MpOBOpHBIit, 

B mecy He MOJIKHeT NTHUM aM, 

V ram JrecHou uM WIyM Haro pHBIit — 

Bcé Broput Bécelo rpomaM. 

Tbl cKaxKellIb: BéTpeHasa Té6a, 

Kopma 3enécopa opma, 

Tpomokunsamnlit KyOoK c Hé6a, 

Cmesicb, Ha 36MJIF0 TIposmula. 

(Spring Thunderstorm: I love a storm in the beginning of May, / When the first 
thunder of spring, / As if frisking about and playing, / Crashes in the blue sky. // The 
young peals of thunder resound, / Now a shower has gushed forth, the dust flies, / 
Pearls of rain hang [in the air], / And the sun turns their threads golden. // From the 
mountain rushes a swift flood, / In the woods the birds’ din does not fall silent, / 
And the din of the woods and the noise from the mountain / All the while merrily 
echo the thunderclaps. // You’ll say: Frivolous Hebe, / Feeding the eagle of Zeus, / 
Laughing, poured a thunder-seething goblet / From heaven onto the earth.) 

In Tiutchev’s poem, the poet’s presence and attitude toward his subject 
matter are established immediately, in the very first word: “liubliu” (“I 
love”). This is not a love poem, of course, but a loving depiction of nature. 
In certain contexts, storms are associated with the sublime, a feeling of 
fear and awe in the presence of natural phenomena. Tiutchev’s speaker, 
however, reveals a much more light-hearted relationship to nature. His word 
choice suggests that this is a scene of playful exuberance: “rezviasia i igraia” 
(“frisking about and playing’) are verbs ordinarily used to describe children, 
an association supported by the personification “molodye raskaty” (“young 
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peals of thunder”). The first three stanzas are essentially descriptive and 

attend especially to the sounds of the storm. Tiutchev does this both by 

using numerous words that connote sound (e.g., “raskaty” [“peals”], “gam” 

[‘“din”’], “shum” [“noise’”’]) and, more subtly, through emphatic alliteration: 

grom, igraia, grokhochet, gremiat. (In this context, even “igraia” obtains a 

“noisy” quality — a classic case of phonetic “guilt through association.’’) 

One is struck throughout by the sense of movement, achieved partially by 

an overwhelming number of active verbs (five in the second stanza alone), 

partially through the constant shift in attention from one object to the 

exch. 
The poem is written in quatrains of iambic tetrameter with alternating 

rhymes, the most common form in Russian poetry. Each stanza corresponds 

to a single thought, and is marked as such by the punctuation. In terms of 

overall structure, the final stanza stands out for several reasons. To begin 

with, it suddenly includes another human observer. “Ty skazhesh'’” (“You 

will say”) represents a wholly unexpected direction, introducing, as it were, 

a new interpretation of the same scene. This unidentified second eyewitness 

has no less playful a perception, but expresses it through recourse to myth. 

Hebe, cupbearer to the gods according to the ancient Greeks, is pictured 

impishly emptying her wares onto the earth. To set off the final stanza from 

the first three, Tiutchev draws on a more archaic lexicon. Not only does 

he introduce two mythological figures, but the goddess bears a “kubok” 

(“goblet”) which is itself described with the neologism ‘“oromokipiashchii” 

(“thunder-seething”), a compound epithet that imitates Greek word 

formation. 

Experienced readers of Russian nature poetry may know that the phrase 

“Ty skazhesh'” is used elsewhere to introduce a supernatural reading of 

nature that develops the more realistic perspective of the speaker (e.g., 

Tiutchev’s own «IIpé6meck» [“The Flash”] or Khodasevich’s «[mxy Ha 

rpyOpie pemécya» [“I look at coarse trades”]). But even without this con- 

text, one can recognize that this allusion to antiquity lends a new dimension 

to the scene depicted in the first stanzas. Looking back, one might even say 

that it draws on the consciously unrealistic (personified) elements of those 

predominantly pictorial verses. As a whole, the poem presents two differ- 

ent yet complementary visions of a thunderstorm, both celebratory: one 

describes the storm as it unfolds, the other anchors these impressions in the 

world of ancient myth. Myth itself arose when primitive man attempted to 

explain the world around him, and many of Tiutchev’s poems show him to 

be a conscious inheritor of this pre-literary impulse. 

These ‘““mythopoetic”’ qualities are worth bearing in mind as we turn our 

attention to Pasternak’s poem: 
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Tpo34 MOMeHTaJIbHaA HAaBCK 

A 3aTéM TIpOUlaslOcb JIETO 

C nomycraHKoM. CHaBIIM Walky, 

Cro cnensmunux poTrorpadun 

Houbto CHI Ha NAMATb PpPOM. 

Mépkiia KicTb cupénn. B 3To 

Bpéma 6H, HapBaB OXdIIKy 

Mosuuit, c mud WMU Tpadun 

O3apiTb ympaBCKHH OM. 

VY koraa no Kposie 30aHbA 

Pa3nMlach BOJHA 3710pacTBa 

VU, Kak yrouIb 110 pucyHky, 

I paAHyJI JIMBeHb BCeM ILIeTHEM, 

Cran MuraTb oOBaT CO3HAHb&: 

Bot, ka3as1I0cb, O3apsaATCA 

lake Te yruibi paccyaka, 

Ie Temeépb cBeTid, Kak HEM! 

(A Storm Forever Momentary: And then summer said farewell / To the small railway 

station. Taking off its cap / Thunder took as a souvenir / One hundred blinding 

photographs at night. // A branch of lilac gradually darkened. At this / Time it [the 

thunder] having plucked an armful / Of lightning bolts, aimed to please, using them 

from the field / To illuminate the manager’s house. // And when along the roof of the 

building / A wave of Schadenfreude poured out / And, like charcoal along a drawing, / 

The shower crashed along the whole wattle fence, // The avalanche of consciousness 

began to blink: / There, it seemed, will become illuminated / Even those corners of 

reason, / Where it is now light as day!) 

Had Pasternak simply called this poem «Ipo34» (“A Thunderstorm”), 
he could have created a pictorial impression worthy of a painting. Instead, 
he chose to modify the visual element with the oxymoron «MomeHTampHas 
HaBék». This disorients the reader by prompting the question: how can a 
storm simultaneously be “momentary” and “‘forever”’? His title is the first 
of many surprises, for the poem as a whole challenges our fundamental 
assumptions about reality. 

In formal terms, Pasternak’s poem has a number of unusual elements. 
While there is nothing particularly startling about trochaic tetrameter, 
Pasternak’s distinctive treatment of the quatrain as such forces us to reassess its 
function. Ordinarily, stanzas are self-contained units, but Pasternak under- 
mines this convention through his rhyme scheme: A-B-C-d-A-B-C-d. This 
renders the individual stanza incomplete, since each rhyme straddles the 
stanzaic boundary (four lines removed). Pasternak emphasizes this still more 
by using a comma instead of the expected period at the end of the third 
quatrain, which postpones the logical conclusion from its usual place at the 
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stanza’s conclusion to the end of the first line of the subsequent stanza. Had 

the poem been written as two eight-line stanzas (and some of the drafts 
suggest that it was originally conceived as such), this effect would have been 

ereatly minimized. But the fact that Pasternak opted for the quatrain con- 

figuration indicates that he actively sought to create a jarring effect, in this 

case a disjunction between visual presentation (four well-defined quatrains) 

and the actual poetic development. These verses, as it were, break out of 

their formal constraints. Even within the stanzas, Pasternak runs roughshod 

over another traditional boundary, using enjambment to erase the unit of 

the line (e.g., lines 5-6: «B 3tTo / Bpém»», an outrageous pause from the 

point of view of syntax and logic). 
Pasternak’s poem begins with the words “A zatem” (“And then”). Such 

an opening belongs more to the sphere of narrative than to lyric poetry. In 

any case, it is odd, since readers find themselves entering into a story midway 

through it, with the expectation that they will somehow know what has 

happened before. This is, of course, not the case (even for those who know 

the entire book of poetry where this poem appears); such narrative sleight- 

of-hand is simply one of Pasternak’s myriad devices for throwing the reader 

off guard. 

In much of the nature poetry we have examined, there is a strong ten- 

dency toward personification. Since nature is akin to man and unimaginable 

without man, it stands to reason that poets endow it with human qualities. 

Pasternak, however, brings personification to a new level altogether, mak- 

ing it ubiquitous and always surprising. The first stanza alone contains three 

examples. The end of summer is portrayed in terms of summer parting 

with a rural train station, with the thunder doffing its hat and taking pho- 

tographs. The image «cré cnenmuux potrorpaui» (“a hundred blinding 

photographs”) makes clear that the actual scene being described is a sudden 

burst of lightning, which is likened to the flash of a camera. Pasternak even 

includes a pun, relying within the same sentence on two different meanings 

ofa single verb: “sniat'” as “to take off (a hat)” as well as ‘“‘to take (a picture).” 

Such playfulness is characteristic of the entire poem, which — as we shall 

see — offers an almost childish perception of nature. 

Pasternak’s subject matter, in a word, could hardly be more traditional, 

but his verbal representation is peculiar. The second stanza continues the 

personification of thunder, portrayed no longer as a photographer, but as a 

gardener of sorts. The phrase «HapBaB oxanky / Momuuid> requires some 

commentary. «Hapsarb uBeTbp is the standard Russian expression for “to 

pick flowers,” but Pasternak changes it in two important ways. First, he 

introduces the word “okhapka,” which would be more appropriate for 

bundles of hay than for flowers. Still, the combination “narvat| okhapku” 

makes sense as a hyperbole: “to pick by the armful.” The line — but not 
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the syntactic construction! — concludes at this point, thus augmenting the 

surprise when the noun “lightning bolts” appears (in lieu of the long anti- 

cipated “flowers”’). If the lightning in the first stanza was meant to produce 

a souvenir photograph, in the second stanza it serves as a surrogate for 

electricity, illuminating the administrative building next to the train station. 

This is also a bit of a joke; “trafit'” is a rather colloquial verb, which makes 

the accompanying (higher style) verb “ozarit'” ironic. After all, it is hard 

to imagine that anyone in that administrative building would appreciate the 
abundance of lightning bolts directed at it. 

This idea of human discomfort is developed in the third stanza, where 

lightning yields to rain. Pasternak eschews direct naming, preferring to 

use the metaphor «BomHa 3n0pagcTBa» (“a wave of Schadenfreude” [English 

has no word that renders the key concept here: pleasure in someone else’s 

misfortune]). In other words, nature (the rain) crashes down on man (present 

as a synecdoche in the roof of the building where he resides) and takes 

pleasure in the suffering it causes. Curiously, a similar phenomenon (the 

downpour against the wattle fence) is then compared to «rou mo pucyHKy» 

(“charcoal along a drawing”). A few explanations of this simile are possible. 

To begin with the most literal, the image of darkness (the blackness of 

charcoal) may be meant to describe the type of heavy rain that renders 

everything black. (Throughout the poem Pasternak has contrasted darkness 
with moments of sudden illumination.) Yet it also calls to mind an aesthetic 
issue. The storm is depicted as a visual artist, just as it was earlier likened 
to a photographer. Sketching in charcoal is characterized by swift strokes; 
Pasternak seems to want us to perceive the rapid downpour as a linear 
phenomenon (much as Tiutchev did in his image of the raindrops as strings 
of pearls). 

As the words “‘soznan'e” (consciousness) and “rassudok” (reason) indi- 
cate, the final stanza moves the external storm to an internal location. The 
thunderstorm leads to destruction (“obval” ordinarily means “avalanche” or 
more generally a physical collapse), yet here it is the destruction of everyday 
consciousness (“obval soznan'ia”). If the poem began with emphatic per- 
sonification of the observed, it concludes with the observer, presumably the 
speaker himself, but perhaps humanity in general. Many of the words in 
this stanza are chosen to recall and develop the lexicon of the earlier stanzas. 
“Ozarit'” in stanza two meant “to illuminate” in the literal sense, but here 
the figurative sense is invoked. The essential play of darkness and light con- 
tinues, but now within the mind. (The final word, “day” in the instrumental 
case, recalls “night” in the instrumental case in line 4.) In another pun, the 
word “ugol’” (“charcoal”) of the third stanza recurs as its unpalatalized coun- 
terpart “ugol” (“corner”). The most striking change, however, is in verb 
tense. After a sequence of past tense verbs, Pasternak shifts to future tense 
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in the final lines, in which he anticipates a complete spiritual cleansing that 

will “enlighten” not only the dark areas of consciousness, but «Jlaxe Te 

yruibi paccyaxa, / ne Tenépb cpeTa6, Kak 2HéM» (“Even those corners of 

reason, / Where it is now light as day”). In other words, the storm will 

bring about a complete reevaluation of the world as we know it. 

With this in mind, we return to the title. Pasternak’s poem focuses on a 

single moment (or, perhaps, a few moments) which lead to permanent liber- 

ation, to a completely new way of experiencing reality. His poem has taken 

a momentary phenomenon and rendered it permanent. This is, of course, 

a function commonly attributed to art, and it is no coincidence that Paster- 

nak refers in his imagery to photography and drawing. In this epiphanic 

moment, man leaves his everyday consciousness behind and experiences 

nature as a spontaneous, fully animated force. This is not to say, of course, 

that Pasternak truly believed that thunder doffs its hat and takes pictures. 

But just as Tiutchev ultimately animated his thunderstorm to the point that 

it became part of ancient myth, so Pasternak creates a new myth, granting a 

face and personality to the natural world. His poem owes its extraordinary 

vitality to the verbal presentation, which defies expectations on virtually 

every level — phonetic, syntactic, and semantic. Such constant play with 

conventions makes Pasternak a difficult poet, but the difficulty is very much 

part of the message. The sudden shifts in focus reflect the imagination itself, 

as it leaves the realm of the everyday and is rejuvenated through a sense 

of wonder. Pasternak’s poem concludes on the verge of a spiritual break- 

through. It is as if we wait — permanently, but with full confidence — for 

that imminent illumination. 

Pasternak’s poetic voice is highly individual, yet his poem fits squarely 

within the genre of nature poetry as established by the nineteenth-century 

poets we have examined. Like his predecessors, Pasternak moves back 

and forth between an object in nature and the observing subject. Perhaps 

even more transparently, Pasternak recognizes that any depiction of nature 

involves an act of interpretation, be it aesthetic or overtly philosophical. His 

poem is essentially a celebration of this act, as the spontaneity and power of 

4 thunderstorm call forth mental fireworks within the consciousness of the 

observer. 

If love poetry is predicated on psychological plausibility, on creating a bond 

between speaker and reader, nature poetry functions differently. Even after 

reading their poems, few of us would experience a thunderstorm as playfully 

as Tiutchev or Pasternak. Nor would we view a solitary boat with the 

urgency and uneasiness of Lermontov. However, the general tendency to 

see the world beyond us as mysteriously related to ourselves is universal. It is 

precisely this element that so fascinates in nature poetry and, it would seem, 
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in landscape painting as well. Van Gogh’s “Starry Night” tells us a lot less 

about the evening sky than it does about Van Gogh. Yet we are attracted 

to his depiction notwithstanding its strangeness. We delight in the contact 

with an imagination that forces us to see something that we ordinarily do 

not. Likewise, the aesthetic pleasure in nature poetry lies less in the specific 

subject matter than in its presentation. In the subtle interplay of the observer 

with the observed we sense a familiar but infinitely variable phenomenon. 

In this sense, the poem about nature tells us a great deal about the nature of 
poetry. 
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Patriotic verse 

Pycp mos! Kena mos! JLo O0nn 

Ham sceH WOH nyt! 

Baox, «Ha none Kysmk6Bom» 

My Russia! My wife! 

The long path is painfully clear to us! 

Blok, “On the Kulikovo Field” 

Virtually all national literatures have poems on patriotic themes, but the 

Russian tradition is particularly extensive. To some extent this can be 

attributed to the influence of patronage systems that have so frequently 

put the Russian poet in the position of supplicant. However, despotic auto- 

crats and their illegitimate communist progeny by no means account for the 

full range of this phenomenon. For reasons both cultural and philosophi- 

cal, Russian poets have often proudly viewed their language as inextricably 

linked to their country, using artistic achievement to compensate for — or 

even overcome — the backwardness of the society as a whole. Patriotic verse, 

then, does not always entail flattery of a monarch and the ruling interests; 

it can also present with unfeigned praise natural beauty, the common man, 

the national spirit. Many great Russian poets have contributed to this genre, 

making it significant politically, sociologically, and artistically. 

Vasily Trediakovsky, one of the creators of Russian secular poetry, spent 

the years 1727-1730 studying in Paris. All evidence suggests that he enjoyed 

himself immensely, but, as his «CTUXK MOxBambHbIe Poccrim» (“Verses in 

Praise of Russia”) indicate, the pleasures of the French capital did not dimin- 

ish his patriotic zeal. 

Hauny na csietire CTHXH MeUdJIbHbI, 

3p Ha Poccrito upe3 CTpaHbl WaJIbHBI: 

M60 sce WHecb MHe e€ JOOPOTHI 

MbicsIuTb YMOM €CTb MHOTO OXOTBI. 

Pocciia MaTu! cBéT Moi Ge3mépHbIi! 

Tlo3B6nb To, 40 MpOMy TROT BEPHHIH, 

AX, Kak CHMIb TbI Ha TPOHE KpacHo! 

He6o pocciiiicky TEI COuHIe ACHO! 

Wea 
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Uem Thi, Poccna, He H300KJIbHa? 

Ie Thi, Poccna, He Oblia CHsIbHa? 

Coxposule Bcex OOp ThI exMHa, 

Bcerga Oorata, cidpe npwunHa. 

Kounb B Te6é 3Be3/1bI BCe 30paBbemM OnenLyT! 

VW poccnse KOb PPOMKO TMIeWLyT: 

Busat Poccnsa! BuBat paras! 

Busat Hayéxya! BuBaT Onaraa. 

Ckonuy Ha (piélite CTHXH MeyaJIbHBI, 

3pa Ha Poccito upe3 cTpaHbl WasIbHBI: 

Cro MHe «3bIKOB HAOOHO 6 ObLIO 

IIpocnaBurp Bcé TO, YTO B TeOé MMiIO! 

(will begin my sad verses on my flute / Looking at Russia across distant countries: / 

For there is much desire to think with my mind / Today about all its virtues. // Oh, 

mother Russia! my infinite light! / Allow this, I ask, your loyal child, / Oh, how you 

sit beautifully on the throne! / For to a Russian you are the bright sun! [. . .] // In 

what, O Russia, are you not bountiful? / Where, O Russia, were you not powerful? / 

You alone are the source of all virtues, / Always rich, the cause of glory. // How in 

you all stars shine with well-being! / And how the Russians loudly applaud: / Long 

live Russia! Long live the dear one! / Long live hope! Long live the good one. // I 
will finish my sad verses on my flute / Looking at Russia across distant countries: / I 
would need one hundred tongues / To glorify everything that is dear in you!) 

These stanzas — the first two and final three of a nine-stanza work — suffice 
to give a sense of the whole. Written in syllabic lines of 10 syllables (with 
caesura after the fifth, exclusively feminine rhymes and almost exclusively 
feminine cadences before the caesura), the poet uses exclamations, rhetorical 
questions, apostrophe, personification, metaphor, and emphatic parallelisms 
to heap praise on his distant homeland. The verses are “sad,” presumably 
because they were composed at so great a distance (cf. the thematically 
significant repeated rhyme “pechal'ny/dal'ny”). But everything else about 
the poem is positively jubilant. “Mother Russia” (this appellation, cemented 
by grammatical gender, was already hackneyed in Trediakovsky’s day) is 
associated with beauty, abundance, power, kindness, glory, vigor, etc. Her 
virtues cannot be fully enumerated; hence the poet signs off with a version 
of the modesty topos: he would need one hundred tongues to praise his 
subject sufficiently. 

Upon reflection, what is most striking in this panegyric is the conven- 
tionality of description. Nothing in it is distinctly Russian; with the pos- 
sible exception of “Mother Russia,” every epithet could be attributed to 
any other country. It is noteworthy that at approximately this time, Tredi- 
akovsky also composed «Crux noxBaNbHBIe Tlaprxy» (“Verses in Praise of 
Paris”), a work no less enthusiastic and without a hint of the homesickness 
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of its “partner” poem. Today we would probably attribute this inconsistency 

to hypocrisy, but such criticism misses the point. Most likely, Trediakovsky 

conceived of these works primarily as genre exercises. That is to say: he was 

not necessarily voicing his own convictions, but only the sentiments appro- 

priate for a laus patriae (the Latin term, meaning “praise of the fatherland,” 

makes clear that the genre predates the modern period). 

Certainly this was the case in Trediakovsky’s «Top»kécTBeHHad Oa 0 caye 

répoua Tgaucka» (“Solemn Ode on the Surrender of the City of Danzig”) 

of 1734. This poem, which — together with Lomonosov’s “Khotin Ode” 

of 1739 (see Chapter Four) — established conventions of the Russian ode, 

begins not with an account of the battle (which only enters in the fourth 

stanza), but with the praise of the monarch. 

Koe Tpé3B0e MHE MMAHCTBO 

C6so gaét kK coaBHOM Mpu4uiHe? 

Uricroe IlapHaca yOpancrTBo, 

My3pi! He Bac JIM BIDKY HbIHe? 

V1 386H BallMx CTpYH Ca{KOTIACHBIX, 

Vi crity WHKOB CIIBILLY KPacHBbIX; 

Bcé 4HUT BO MHe péub H30paHHy. 

Hapoapi! pagqocTHo BHeMJINTEe; 

Bypsippie BéTppi! Mosrunite: 

Xpda6py mpocwaBATh XOLWLy Anny. 

(What sober inebriation / Gives me word for a glorious cause? / Pure adornment of 

Parnassus, / Muses! Is it not you whom I see now? / I hear both the sound of your 

sweet-voiced strings, / And the power of your beautiful choruses; / Everything causes 

me to make a special speech. / O peoples! Listen joyously; / O wild winds, be silent! / 

I wish to praise courageous Anna.) 

Before turning to the Russians’ military feat, Trediakovsky addresses the 

muses (the classical source of inspiration) and his sovereign Anna, who 

embodies the heroism of all Russia. Any temptation to read these lines 

as a reflection of Trediakovsky’s imperialistic beliefs is undone by literary 

history. The poem’s politics — as well as its structure and imagery — are bor- 

rowed wholesale from Boileau’s “Ode on the Taking of Namur,” written 

approximately four decades earlier. Indeed, entire stanzas (such as this one) 

are essentially translated from the French, with the name Louis crossed out 

and Anna put in its place. Interestingly, the most original feature of this 

stanza is the epithet “trezvoe pianstvo” (“sober inebriation’’), an oxymoron 

that presumably connotes inspiration and thus adds considerable power to 

Boileau’s “docte et sainte yvresse” (“learned and holy inebriation”). The 

Russian poet felt free to alter precise details of poetic language, but the larger 

rhetorical strategies, structure, and themes formed an inviolable template. 
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Trediakovsky’s ode is written in syllabic verse, with nine syllables per line 

and exclusively feminine rhymes. (Even the rhyme scheme is that of Boileau, 

though without the alternation of masculine and feminine rhymes of the 
French model.) About two decades later, Trediakovsky rewrote the poem 

in the new syllabo-tonic system (trochaic tetrameter), yet he preserved the 

content with remarkable fidelity — even though Anna was no longer alive. It 

is safe to say, then, that Trediakovsky was far more interested in the formal 

execution of the ode (and the patriotic genre in general) than in the political 

opinions it expressed. In keeping with his epoch, he viewed these sentiments 

as a given. The task of the individual poet was not to vary the ideas, but to 

find the appropriate formal means to express them. 

Of course, patriotic verse was particularly well-suited to the realities of 

Russian eighteenth-century society. When Trediakovsky returned to Russia 

from France, he became a court poet and the first Russian ever to be named a 

professor at the Academy of Sciences (his colleagues were mainly Germans). 

These positions forced him to hone his skills in the panegyric genres. In 

subsequent years, his poetic authority was challenged by Lomonosov and 

others, but none of these rivals ever questioned the basic themes of ode 

writing. Rather, they found fault with Trediakovsky’s system of versification, 
with his specific imagery and lexicon. 

Only at the very end of the eighteenth century did the content of patriotic 
verse change. Radishchev genuinely admired Trediakovsky and Lomonosov 
for their genius and technical prowess, but he was dissatisfied with the 
elements of the ode that his predecessors had considered inviolable. In 
«BombHoctTb» (“Liberty”), Radishchev replaced the image of the faultless 
sovereign with that of the tyrant. The following stanza is the twelfth of fifty 
four: 

Ueno HayMeHHOe BOSHECIIN, 

CxpBaTis 2ele3HbIii cklineTp, App, 

Ha rpOMHoM Tp6He BudAcTHO CéBIIM, 

B napoze 3piit HI W6asy TBApE. 

7KUBOT 1H CMEPTb B pyKé HMEs: 

«Ilo Bose, — pék — maxy 3102é, 

Al BuUACTHIO MOTY WapliTs; 

Ie 4 cMerocb, Tam Bcé cMeéTCH; 

Haxmyptocb rp63Ho0, Bcé cmarétca. 

PKUBEINIb TOrTA, BEKO KOMb KUT. 

(Having raised his haughty brow, / Having grabbed his iron scepter, the tsar, / Having 
seated himself powerfully on his threatening throne, / Sees in his people only a lowly 
creature. / Holding life and death in his hands / He spake: “If I so wish I pardon 
the villain, / I can make gifts through power; / Where I laugh, everything laughs, / 
If I frown threateningly, everything becomes agitated. / You live if I order you to 
live.”) 
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The traditional ten-line odic stanza, the archaic lexicon (e.g., “chelo” 

[forehead] “gromnyi” [threatening], “zrit” [sees], “zhivot” [in the meaning 

of “life’’]), syntax (“‘veliu kol' zhit'”), grammatical forms (e.g., the truncated 

adjective “podlu’”), and cacophonous sound fabric (e.g., the consonantal 

cluster of “‘skipetr, tsar'”’) give these verses a distinctly eighteenth-century 

flavor, but the image of despotism — one is tempted to say “proto- 

totalitarianism” — leaves the Russian eighteenth century far behind. The 

patriotic ode is here informed by an enlightenment sensibility (though 

baroque in expression!), which divorces the concept of freedom from the 

sovereign who would misuse it. 
This idea of separating patriotism from the blanket praise of the ruler 

was perhaps Radishchev’s most influential innovation, at least as far as 

nineteenth-century poets were concerned. With a radically different poetic 

style, the young Pushkin wrote a number of political works that were 

patriotic in precisely this sense. His own ode «BésbHocTh» (“Liberty”), 

though it has no precise lexical borrowings from Radishchev beyond the 

title (even the eight-line stanzaic form is borrowed from Derzhavin), recalls 

the critical spirit of Radishchev’s example. The much shorter «K Uaaaaesy» 

(“To Chaadaev’”) is still more representative of the way Pushkin assimilated 

Radishchev’s politics to a new poetic style: 

Jiro6Bu, Hal@xKAbI, THXOM CIABbI 

Henonro HéxKM Hac OOMAH, 

Mcué3u rouble 3a0aBbI, 

Kak COH, Kak YTpeHHuii TyMaH3 

Ho B Hac ropuiT elle *KeAHbe, 

Tlog rHéToM BidcTH poKOBOH 

HerepnesvBoro Aywon 

OTUM3HbI BHEMJICM IIPH3bIBAHbe. 

Mbl 2%éM C TOMJIGHBEM YIOBAHbA 

MunyTbi BONBHOCTH CBATOH, 

Kak KT 2H0O6BHHK MOJIOLON 

Munytbi BepHoro CBHaHbA. 

Tloxa cpo66q010 ropliM, 

Hoxa cepaua 414 YéCTH OKMBEI, 

Moit apyr, OTUN3He MOCBATHM 

Jlyum mpexpacuple noppisbl! 

Topdpuill, Bépb: B307ET OnA, 

3pe3nd MICHMTebHOrO CUACTHA, 

Poccris BCIIpsHeT OTO CHA, 

Hs ua o66MKax CaMOBJIACTbA 

HanviyT Hamm uMena! 

(The deceit of love, hope, and quiet glory / Did not coddle us for long. / Youthful 

amusements disappeared, / Like a dream, like the morning mist; / But a desire still 
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burns in us, / Beneath the weight of a fateful power / With an impatient soul / We 

perceive the call of the homeland. / We await with the languor of hope / The moment 

of holy liberty, / As a young lover awaits / The moment of certain rendez-vous. / 

While we burn with freedom, / While our hearts are alive for honor, / My friend, 

let us dedicate to the homeland / The beautiful impulses of our soul! / Comrade, 

believe: it will ascend, / The star of captivating happiness, / Russia will rise up from 

sleep, / And on the shards of despotism / Our names will be written!) 

Addressing a free-thinking friend and mentor, Pushkin here clearly dis- 

tinguishes between love of the fatherland and hatred for its tyrannical rulers. 

In terms of genre and style, little is left of the traditions of the eighteenth 

century. Though retaining the iambic tetrameter, Pushkin replaces the odic 

stanza, reserved by earlier poets for solemn subjects, with a nonstanzaic 

form with unpredictable rhyme scheme. (Four-line sequences are rhymed 

in different ways, then impressively amplified by a triple rhyme and alliter- 

ation to draw emphasis to the exclamatory conclusion: “ona/sna/Napishut 

nashi imena!”) In general, this form is associated more with personal poetry 

(cf. Pushkin’s «K Kasépuuy» [“To Kaverin”], written a year earlier) than 
with civic themes. Yet in this poem, lyric and epic mix; political senti- 
ments coexist with personal impressions and vows of friendship. The oppo- 
sitions Come out most strikingly in the simile found at the exact cen- 
ter of the poem, in which the poet’s yearning for “holy liberty” (note 
the marked word “vol'nost'”, which directly invokes Radishchev) is com- 
pared to the impetuousness of a young lover awaiting a rendez-vous. Indeed, 
Pushkin’s lexicon is as indebted to love poetry and elegy (e.g., “liubov'” 
[love], “nezhit” [coddle], “obman” [deceit], ““zabava” [amusement], “gorit 
eshche zhelan'e” [desire still burns], “serdtsa” [hearts], “prekrasnye poryvy” 
[beautiful impulses], “plenitel'noe schast'e” [captivating happiness]) as to the 
odic tradition (“slava” [glory], “vlast'” [power], “gnet” [weight], “chest'” 
[honor], “otchizna” [homeland], “samovlast'e” [despotism]). The poet’s 
devotion to his country, if not precisely that of a lover, recalls chivalric 
traditions. The feminine noun “otchizna” (rather than the neuter “otech- 
estvo”) is used twice, both times in passionate declarations of duty and 
service. While the first person plural pronoun makes clear that this is a civic 
passion, it is only in the prophetic final passage, with the first appearance of 
the word “Russia” (personified and accompanied by a high-style verb in an 
archaic form [“‘vsprianet” rather than the pleophonic variant “‘vosprianet”}), 
that the political truly dominates. The awakening of Russia marks the doom 
of despotism and the concomitant glorification of the poet and his friend. 
Of course, the reader looks in vain for an explicit political program in these 
verses. Pushkin avoids specifics, concentrating on giving voice to the rela- 
tively new notion of patriotic dissent. 
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In «PognHa» (“Motherland”), one of his last and most famous poems, 

Lermontov continues this tradition with an important change. 

JIo0s16 OTUN3Hy A, HO CTPAHHO?O JIFOOOBbIO! 

He no6egqnit eé paccyqoK MOI. 

Hu cnasa, kyIyieHHasd KpOBbIo, 

Hu nonHbiit ropyzoro AoBéepusa noKoH, 

Hu TéMHOi cTrapHHbl 3aBeTHbIe peas 

He teBessr BO MHe OTpadHOrO MeUTAaHbA. 

Ho « 100 — 3a 4TO, He 3HAIO CAM — 

Eé creméi xom6qHOe MOUAHEE, 

Eé sec6B Oe30POxKHBIX KOJIBIXAHbE, 

Pa3nviBbl péK e€, NOAOOHBIe MOPsM; 

TIpocémouHbim MyTéM sOO6 CKaKdTb B Teslere 

V1, B36poM MéAJICHHbIM TIpOH3AA HOUM TEHb, 

BetpeyatTb 10 CTOpOHAM, B3AbIXad O HOWIEre, 

Ji pox awe OrHi MeuasIbHBIX epeBeHb. 

JIro616 DbIMOK crasye@HHOM 2KHMBBI, 

B cre HOUYIOMIMM 0663 

Vi Ha XosIMé Cpedb KeNITOM HMBbI 

Uery Oemcrouux Oepés. 

C orpazoi MHOrMM He3HaKOMOH 

SAA BYoKy mOHOe ryMHO, 

V36y, moKpbityt!0 cosIOMOH, 

C pe3sHbIMM CTABHAMUM OKHO; 

VB mpa30HUK, BeYepOM POciicTEIM, 

CMoTpéTb 10 MOHOUM FOTOB 

Ha misicky c TOMaHbeM H CBHCTOM 

Tloa roBop MbaAHBIX MY2KHUKOB. 

(I love my homeland, but with a strange love! / My reason cannot vanquish it. / Not 

glory, bought with blood, / Not peace full of proud faith, / Not the cherished legends 

of dark antiquity / Stir in me a joyous dream. // But I love — I know not why — / The 

cold silence of its steppes, / The swaying of its boundless forests, / The flooding of 

its rivers, which are like seas; / I love to gallop in a cart down a country road / And, 

penetrating the shadow of night with my slow gaze, / Sighing for night lodgings, to 

encounter off to the side / The quivering lights of sad villages; / I love the smoke 

of the burning field after harvest, / The caravan of carts spending the night in the 

steppe / And on the hill among the yellow meadows / A pair of birch trees showing 

white. / With a joy unfamiliar to many / I see a full barn, / A hut, covered with 

thatch, / A window with carved shutters; / And on a holiday, of a dewy evening, / I 

am ready to look until midnight / At the dance with stamping of feet and whistling / 

Accompanied by the speech of drunken peasants.) 

Lermontov’s poem begins in free iambs (rhymed unpredictably), which 

eventually become stricter, culminating in twelve lines of iambic tetrameter 

with alternating rhymes. The poem is divided into two sections, the first 
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considerably shorter than the second. The logical structure of the whole is 

suggested by the word «Ho» (“But”), which begins the second stanza and 

makes clear that it will oppose the first. 
The poem opens with a declaration of patriotism that is immediately 

qualified in a series of striking repetitions. The two forms of the word 

“Jove” in the first line (strategically situated in first and final positions) yield 

to a litany of negatives in lines 2-6. These negated lines contain a virtual 

catalogue of the standard topoi of patriotic verse: military prowess, peace, 

history, legend. In short, Lermontov expresses his love through negation — he 

emphasizes what it is not. The second line, with its play on martial vocabulary 

(‘“pobedit” [“vanquish”’]), emphasizes the irrational aspect of such a love of 

country. Patriotism, it follows, cannot be logically defined or explained. 

This idea is confirmed in line 7 — («3a 4T6, He 3Ha1O cam» [“I know 

not why”’]), which also repeats the key concept of love. At this apparent 

recapitulation, the tone shifts radically. Turning from negatives to positives, 

Lermontov expresses his delight in specific scenery, people, and objects. In 

the final twelve lines, the change in versification signals another thematic 

change. If the opening was abstract, almost philosophical, the conclusion 

presents, as it were, a set-piece with an ever-narrowing focus. The beginning 

of the second section offers a panoramic picture of Russia in its vastness 

(steppes, forests, rivers, villages), but the final lines focus on a single place and, 

ultimately, a single moment (a holiday evening with attendant celebrations). 

If Pushkin’s patriotism rested on a politics yet to be achieved, Lermontov 

divorces patriotism from politics, glorifying Russian nature and the age-old 

elements of peasant life. In the context of this idealization of the Russian 

countryside and “simple folk” (note the untranslatable diminutive in the 

final word, which imparts a quality of tenderness), the odd status of the 

poet himself stands out. This poet is in no way an organic part of the scene 

he describes: he is an enthusiastic observer, but never a participant (cf. 

the repeated emphasis on looking: «B36poM MéqJIeHHEIM TIpoH34a HOU 
TCHb», “BIDKY», KCMOTPeTh LO 1OMHOUM TOTOB» [“penetrating the shadow of 
night with my slow gaze,” “I see,” “I am ready to look until midnight”). 
Lermontov leaves us with the image of the poet as a wanderer who encoun- 
ters and loves the vast expanses and folk customs of Russia, but cannot 
become one with them. 

In patriotic verse as in much else, Tiutchev and Lermontov represent 
the extremes of Russian Romanticism. While Lermontov’s poem reflects 
the admiration of the mysterious outsider for the common folk, Tiutchey, 
in «ITH G€qHbIe CenéHED (“These poor settlements”) erases the boundary 
between the poet and the people, steeping his views in myth and building 
on the religious concept of a chosen people. 
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Sr 6éqHbIe cenéHEA 

Ora ckYqHas mpupoma — 

Kpan poxqHou ZomrorepneHba, 

Kpaii Tet pycckoro Hapoza! 

He molimet MM He 3aMeTHT 

Topapiit B36p MHOMIeMeHHBIN 

UTO CKBO3HT HM TAWHO CBETHT 

B HaroTé TBOeH CMUpeHHOH. 

Yapy4eHHbIii HOWel KpecTHOH, 

Bcro Te6a, 3eMIIA pOWHAA, 

B paOckom Brie Wapb HEOSCHbIi 

Mcxognn, OnarocioBiaa. 

(These poor settlements, / This sparse nature — / Native realm of long suffering, / 

You realm of the Russian people! // The proud foreign gaze / Cannot understand 

and cannot notice / What shows through and mysteriously shines / In your humble 

nakedness. // Weighed down by the burden of the cross, / In the guise of a slave, the 

heavenly king / Walked through all of you, my native land, / Giving blessing.) 

Tiutchev’s three trochaic tetrameter stanzas vary radically in terms of syn- 

tactic structure. The first is characterized by unusually simple sentences (no 

verbs, only nouns and adjectives in nominative and genitive cases). The sec- 

ond contains a single sentence organized around parallel pairs of verbs. Word 

order is more complicated than before, though still rather straightforward. 

The final stanza is marked by genuine syntactic complexity, with the place- 

ment of the two essential verbal forms delayed until the concluding line. 

This stanza is certainly the most important, and the convoluted grammatical 

constructions slow the reader down, lending profundity to the subject. 

The syntactic distinctiveness of each stanza corresponds to the themes 

treated therein. The opening quatrain begins with simple statements: the 

first line is devoted to the people, the second (parallel not only in gram- 

matical structure, but even in syllable breaks between words) to the land 

itself. This pared down sentiment seems appropriate for the subject at hand 

(poverty). Yet the purely descriptive opening then turns into an exclamation 

and, in line four, an apostrophe (“ty”). In this way, the speaker's attitude to 

his subject matter (by no means obvious in the first two lines) becomes 

highly emotional. The second stanza also sets the first two lines against the 

second two, albeit to different effect. Pride (“gordyi”) is contrasted with 

humility (“smirennyi”) as the foreigner surveys the barren landscape. In the 

final stanza, all such oppositions disappear. The four lines form a single unit, 

focused entirely on a mythical explanation of Russia's spiritual strength. 

While accounts of Apostle Andrew’s visit to Russia can be found in apoc- 

ryphal writings, the image of Christ himself wandering through Russia is 
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entirely Tiutchev’s invention. According to this conception, Russia itself 

performs an imitatio Christi. The poverty and suffering, viewed with scorn 

by the outsider, signals heightened spirituality. Though the stanza is gov- 

erned by a past tense verb (“iskhodil” [walked through]), the final word 

“blagoslavliaia” (blessing) — foregrounded by virtue of its being the only 
nongrammatical rhyme in the poem — suggests that the act of blessing con- 

tinues, as it were, permanently. In short, the poem moves from a present tense 

(first stanza) to a modal future (second stanza) to a past tense that — thanks to 

the verbal adverb — continues mysteriously into the present and beyond. 

If Lermontov’s poem showed a certain alienation of the poet from the 

country he so admired, Tiutchev emphasizes throughout the notion of 

belonging. In many ways, the poem’s entire development can be traced in 

the usage of the Russian root «poy», which designates birth and kinship. In 

the first stanza, the rhyme “priroda” (nature) and “naroda” ([of the] people) 

establishes the crucial link between the land and the people who inhabit 

it. The fact that the country is labeled «Kpai poduoii qonrotepnéHp»» 

(“Native realm of long suffering”) introduces the notion of suffering as not 

a temporary condition, but a permanent feature. In the second stanza this 

crucial morpheme disappears as such, but it is varied in the phrase “gordyi 

vzor’ (“proud gaze”). This distorted echo represents the force inimical to 

Russia. Note that Tiutchev chooses the word “inoplemennyi” rather than 
the synonymous “inorodnyi,” thus restricting the crucial root to passages 
connected to Russia. When, in the final stanza, Tiutchev addresses his coun- 
try as “zemlia rodnaia” (“native land”) he is not simply repeating a patriotic 
cliché, but emphatically claiming kinship with the land itself. 

No mere apology for material backwardness, Tiutchev’s poem is a mes- 
sianic vision of Russia as the Christ of nations. It purports to show Russia 
in its spiritual purity, elevating poverty to the highest virtue and tagging 
any dissenters with the sin of pride. Tiutchev’s physical image of Russia is 
almost intangible — the only lines that even purport to describe it are the 
first two. But in the absence of the physical the spiritual stands out yet more 
starkly. 

Tiutchev’s conception of Russia proved highly influential to both con- 
temporaries and successors. Dostoevsky cited it frequently and fervently, as 
did the mystically-inclined Symbolists. Vyacheslav Ivanov repeatedly named 
Tiutchev the forefather of Russian Symbolism, and his own poem «O3uMb» 
(“Winter Crop”) amply demonstrates why: 

Kak 6ceHbIO HeHAcTHOM THéeT 

Cpards 63uMb — TAiiHO YX 

Hag yépHoro Mornisoii péer, 

Mi rompko Ayu nerudiimmx cyx 
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He3aqpoxaBluini Tpener IOBUT 

Mex KOcHBIX ribi6, — Tak Pycb Mos 

HemMOrTHoH CMeépTu mpekociOBuT 

IyryxX¥M 3a4aTbeM ObITHA. . . 

(Just as in the foul weather of autumn / The holy winter crop moulders — the spirit 

secretly / Hovers above the black grave, / And only the hearing of the most ethereal 

souls // Detects the trembling not yet begun / Among the stasis of the clods of 

earth, — so my Russia / Defies mute death / Through the imperceptible inception of 

[SWRe. o 9) 

Formally, Ivanov brings extraordinary inventiveness to an extremely com- 

mon meter (two stanzas of iambic tetrameter with alternating rhyme). Most 

immediately striking is the fact that, stanza division notwithstanding, the 

entire poem consists of a single complex sentence. The frequent enjamb- 

ments (and the interstanzaic run-on) propel the poem forward, yet the syntax 

is so intricate that the poem’s underlying grammatical structure (Kak . . . 

tak [Just as . . . so]) only becomes evident at the end of the sixth line. Until 

then, the opening “Kak” is apt to be misunderstood as part of a simple 

simile comparing the crop with the spirit. 
But what is the purpose of such complex syntax? Ordinarily, two-stanza 

poems are structured as oppositions, whereby the first stanza is played off 

against the second. Yet here Ivanov makes considerable effort to create 

seamless continuity. His poem is essentially an extended comparison, and 

the structure serves to intertwine tenor and vehicle in manifold ways. The 

title suggests that the tenor is the winter crop, a crop planted in cold climates 

in the fall, which then ripens invisibly beneath the earth in the harsh winter 

months. Yet “ozim'” turns out to be a vehicle or, in Ivanov’s special sense of 

the term, a symbol: a physical object that contains within itself the germ of 

a higher reality. As such, the winter crop does not simply point to the tenor 

of the poem (“Rus'”), but becomes another instance of it. Importantly, both 

“Rus'” and “ozim'” are feminine in gender. Already in line 2, this allows 

for the unexpected transfer of the epithet “sviataia” (formulaically associated 

with “Rus'”) to the unlikely noun “ozim'”. It is the first of several instances 

where Ivanov invests the winter crop with a religious quality. Ultimately, 

[vanov’s poem is about birth. Just as the winter crop emerges after a long 

period of apparent stagnancy (cf. Tiutchev’s “gordyi vzor” |“proud gaze. |. 

unable to distinguish the hidden richness), so Russia itself is pictured as an 

organism that experiences a symbolic death in order to be reborn. The word 

“zachat'e” (“the inception of life”) indicates that the feminine gender of the 

two key terms (ozim', Rus’) really does signify a feminine entity. The poem 

ends with the word “bytiia” (“[of] life”), additionally marked as the only 

instance of nongrammatical rhyme; Tiutchev used the same technique in 

«OTH GéqHBIe ceméHb®». It trails off without explaining the significance 
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or consequences of this new birth, but the imagery strongly recalls John 

12:24, the famous passage that served Dostoevsky as the epigraph to The 

Brothers Karamazov. Though less explicit than Tiutchey, Ivanov also creates a 

myth according to which Russia is superficially barren, but endowed with a 

divine Christian essence accessible only to the most sensitive and congenial 

observer. 
None of the Symbolists developed the genre of patriotic poetry so exten- 

sively as Aleksandr Blok. In Blok, Russia’s feminine quality transcends the 

traditional epithet of “Mother Russia.” She is a bride, a beloved, a lost 

love, even a fallen beauty who awaits — and grants — imminent resurrection. 

There is no single poem that encapsulates Blok’s vision of Russia. Indeed, 

Blok carefully organized his poetry into cycles so that each individual poem 

shared its power and meaning with those adjacent to it. The more than 

twenty poems of the cycle «PoquHa» (“The Motherland’) reveal a variety 

of attitudes toward Russia, some grounded historically or mythically, some 

looking prophetically forward. (The final poem ends with two questions, 

suggesting that the poet himself had not come to any ultimate resolution.) 

Within the parameters of this chapter, the poem «Poccns (“Russia”) seems 

particularly appropriate, as it reveals both Blok’s significant debt to tradition 
as well as some of his distinctive innovations. 

OnsTb, Kak B PO UbI 30J1I0ThIe, 

Tpu crépreix TpémsroTcs Wen, 

Vf Bx3HyT CHMMWbI pocnucHbie 

B pacxn#0aHHble KOEN . . . 

Poccna, HHudasd Poccna, 

Mue H36bI cépbie TBOM, 

TBOM MHe TIéCHH BeTpPOBBIe, — 

Kak culé3bI NépBbIa HOOB I! 

TeOa x asIéTh 1 HE YMEHO, 

VM kpéct cBon 6épexHO Hecy.. . 

Kakomy xduelllb 4aponéro 

Organ pas0diuyro Kpacy! 

Ilyckait 3aMaHuT Mu OOMaHeT, — 

He mponanémib, He CrviHeLlb THI, 

MV smut 3a06Ta 3aTyMaHUT 

TBOH IpeKpacHble 4epTHl . . . 

Hy, 46 x? OnHOM 3a66TO 6d6ne — 

OHO cne36i peka LryMHEé;i, 

A Toi Bcé Ta Ke — éc, Wa M6se, 

Jla maT y36pHbiit 20 6poséi . . . 

VM HeBo3M6%xKHOe BO3MOXKHO, 

Aopora nonrasg merKka, 
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Korga OnecHeT B asi TOpox*xHOHK 

MruoBéHHbiit B36p 13-07 miaTKa, 

Korga 3BeHHT TOCKOM OCTpOx*KHOM 

Istyxaa nécHa sMuMKa! . . 

(Again, as in the golden years / Three worn-out harnesses are fraying / And the 

painted spokes get stuck / In the loose ruts . . . // Russia, destitute Russia, / For me 

your gray huts, / For me your windy songs / Are like the tears of first love! // I cannot 

pity you, / And I carefully bear the cross . . . / Give your predatory beauty / To 

whatever sorcerer you wish! // Let him tempt and deceive, —/ You will not disappear 

or perish, / And only care will darken / Your beautiful features . . . // And what of 

it? By one more care —/ The river will be noisier by one tear / But you are always 

the same — forest and field, / And a patterned kerchief down to the eyebrows .. . / 

And the impossible is possible, / The long path is easy, / When in the distant road / 

A sudden glance flashes from behind the kerchief, / When the muted song of the 

coachman / Rings out with a prisoner’s yearning! . .) 

Blok’s poem is written in quatrains of iambic tetrameter with alternating 

rhyme, augmented by a six-line concluding stanza. This strophic change is 

less radical than it might initially seem, since the final lines parallel the pre- 

ceding two grammatically, logically, and in terms of rhyme. As a whole, the 

poem shows clearly how Russian Symbolism was in many ways a summa- 

tion and synthesis of earlier artistic achievement. Blok conflates — but also 

develops — virtually all the models of patriotic verse that his nineteenth- 

century predecessors had bequeathed to him: the love poem (Pushkin), the 

outsider poet who admires the beauty of nature and the elemental common 

folk (Lermontov), poverty as kenotic ideal (Tiutchev). In writing about this 

poem, Blok’s comrade-in-arms Andrei Bely explicitly pointed to the influ- 

ence of both Lermontov and Tiutchev: “Blok loved our motherland with 

a strange love [strannoiu liubov'iu], a love that blessed [blagoslavliaiushchei] 

and cursed [proklinaiushchei].” Bely’s reference to “cursing” points to one 

of the elements that Blok freely added. Many of his trademark motifs (the 

path, the wind, the song) appear in this poem next to virtual citations from 

his predecessors. 

The poem begins with the precise image of a troika stuck in the mud. At 

the famous conclusion to the first part of Dead Souls, Nikolai Gogol’ had 

sung the praises of a troika that symbolized Russia. In that optimistic passage, 

the troika is characterized by its great speed. Blok’s virtually motionless troika 

introduces a different mood altogether, but it leads to a similarly patriotic 

vision. While the first stanza creates a fixed and rather desperate setting, the 

second initiates a meditation, beginning with a highly emotional address to 

Russia and eventually leading to an image of an eternally renewable and 

miraculously rejuvenated Russia. As in Tiutchev, a forlorn physical setting 

conceals unfathomable spiritual riches. The true tone of the poem, then, 1s 
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found not in the opening description, but in the second stanza, where the 

poet apostrophizes Russia in its destitution and simultaneously expresses his 

love for it. Not simply a Christian love of suffering (though it is also that, 

cf. “Krest nesu” [“I bear the cross”] of stanza 3), this is an erotic love for a 

country personified as a beautiful woman (e.g., “Tvoi prekrasnye cherty” 

(“Your beautiful features”, a line borrowed directly from the tradition of 

love poetry). Into the stylistic and generic mix come the folkloric images 

of the “charodei” (“sorcerer”) and the peasant woman, identified through 

synecdoche as “plat uzorny1” (“patterned kerchief” — “plat” is a synonym 

for “platok,” but with folk connotations). 

Stanzas three to five introduce a paradox frequent in Blok’s patriotic 

verse. Russia appears as a violated or even predatory beauty, yet this cannot 

ultimately corrupt her essence. Russia inevitably rises up and rejuvenates 

the pilgrim: «MH HeBo3MOxHOe BO3MOxHO, / JLopora qOnraa serKa (“And 

the impossible is possible, / The long path is easy”). The four consecu- 

tive stressed “o” vowels, combined with numerous alliterations, give these 

crucial lines an acoustic emphasis that underscores their semantic signif 

icance. The oxymoron “nevozmozhnoe vozmozhno” (“the impossible is 

possible”’) signals the culmination of a series of paradoxes. This miraculous 

salvation is contingent on one of two things: a woman’s sudden glance or 

the song of the coachman. Both of these people are clearly conceived of as 

“types” rather than individuals. The woman who looks out from beneath 

a kerchief (this “platok” is presumably another reference to the “plat” four 

lines earlier) is yet another hypostasis of the mysterious feminine figure who 

haunts Blok’s poetry from the very beginning, and who comes to be asso- 

ciated with Russia. The coachman, metonymically linked to the “doroga” 

(“road”), is the embodiment of wandering (a crucial element of Blok’s 

world-view and especially of his discovery of Russia). His indistinct song 

calls forth a desire for freedom. Already in the second stanza of this poem, 
song was the nostalgic expression of longing and loss. These final images 
of vision and song mirror the poet’s own yearning, giving him the power 
to move forward into the salvation of Russia’s immensity. The poet thus 
leaves the “rut” of the first stanza, moving hopefully and longingly onward. 
As so often in Blok’s poetry, the entire poem is set in mythic time. Events 
repeat (note the first word of the poem: “opiat'” [“again”]) time and again, 
suffering is always present, yet ultimately transfigured. The folkloric, the 
mythical, and the literary combine in Blok’s profoundly mystical concep- 
tion of Russia. 

After the Soviet Union was established, such overt mysticism was no 
longer in step with the times, but the need for patriotic poetry was in 
no way diminished. It was up to the self-proclaimed revolutionary poet 
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Vladimir Mayakovsky to provide the new models. In 1925, on a world tour 

as poster-boy for the new regime, Mayakovsky wrote his uncharacteristically 

brief poem «ITpoujanbe» (“Parting”), a superlative example of the relevance 

of an old genre in a new society: 

B aBTo, 

mocuéqHUH (bpaHk pa3sMeHsB. 

— B koTopom uacy Ha Mapceéspb? — 

Tlaprox 

Oe@xKHT, 

MIpOBOKAA MeHA, 

BO Bceli 

HeEBO3MOX%KHOH Kpace. 

Ilogetynan 

K ryla3aM, 

pa3sIYK 9KYDKa, 

cépale 

MHé 

CaHTHMECHTAIBHOCTbIO PackBacb! 

A xoTeém ObI 

2%KUTb 

H yMepetTpb B Ilaprxe, 

ecu © He OBIIO 

TaKOM 3eMJIN — 

Mockea. 

(Into the car, having changed my last franc. / “What time is the train to Marseilles?” / 

Paris runs, seeing me off, / in all its impossible beauty. / Step up to my eyes, swill 

of parting, / bloody my heart with sentimentality! / I would want to live and die in 

Paris, / If there wasn’t such a land as Moscow.) 

Culturally speaking, the Soviet period was in many ways a return to 

the eighteenth century. The state once again became the primary sponsor 

of poetry, controlling its creation and dissemination. Consequently, gen- 

res that extolled the state quickly claimed a central position. Mayakovsky’s 

“Parting” recalls in several ways the Trediakovsky poems discussed at the 

beginning of this chapter. This is probably not an instance of direct influ- 

ence, but rather of shared assumptions and a common personal predicament. 

(Mayakovsky would have been forced to encounter Trediakovsky’s work as 

part of the mandatory school program in the early twentieth century, but it 

is hard to imagine that this reading made much of an impression on him.) 

Like Trediakovsky, however, Mayakovsky found himself in Paris, a city he 

loved. Like Trediakovsky, he needed to write poetry that would extol his 

homeland. In 1925, of course, political circumstances gave the situation an 
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added piquancy. Paris, which had long exercised a strong attraction on the 

Russian imagination, had become the capital of the Russian emigration. 

Mayakovsky had to direct his patriotic message toward two unsympathetic 

audiences — the hostile émigré community who had little desire to return 

to Soviet Russia as well as his compatriots at home, who would never have 

the chance to travel abroad. 
“Parting” is constructed with extraordinary attention to form. Looking 

past the superficial “stepladder” layout of the verses to their deeper structure, 

one can see that the poem consists of eight lines, each beginning flush 

left and ending with a rhyme. The rhyme scheme, a-b-a-b-C-d-C-d, may 

not be immediately obvious, since Mayakovsky characteristically appends 

unrhymed letters to the rhyming syllables. Metrically, he uses an intriguing 

and unusual mix of accentual and syllabo-tonic verse. The first four lines are 

written in alternating dol'nik of three and four stresses, while the final four 

lines are trochaic (one line of pentameter followed by three of hexameter). 

Such a formal structure sets the two halves of the poem against each other, 

an opposition that corresponds to the semantics. 

The first four lines present the physical setting in a few brief strokes. 

The poet is leaving Paris for the port city of Marseilles, presumably to 

sail away from France (hence the reference to changing his last franc). As 

he rushes toward the train station, Paris itself appears to be moving, even 

seeing him off. (This “false” perception of motion is typical of Futurism, an 

avant-garde artistic movement at the root of Mayakovsky’s pre-revolutionary 

poetics.) In these lines, the mundane (changing money) mixes with the 

elevated image of Paris «Bo Bcéii HeBO3MO2xKHO!t Kpacé» (“in all its impossible 

beauty,” cf. Pushkin’s praise of Petersburg in “The Bronze Horseman” as 

«TLOsHOWHBIX CTpaH Kpaca U WNBo» [The beauty and marvel of the northern 

countries”’]). 

In the final four lines, the observation moves from without to within, 

as the poet records his emotional response to the situation. Initially this 

takes the form of two imperatives addressed to his tears, which are named 

metaphorically through the unusual image of “razluki zhizha” (“swill of 
parting”). “Zhizha” is a particularly crude word, yet Mayakovsky uses rhyme 
to pair it with Paris: zhizha/Parizhe. The same sort of lexical tension is 
found in the expression “santimental'nost'iu raskvas'” (“bloody with sen- 
timentality”). “Raskvasit'” is a highly physical word (it usually refers to a 
battered nose or face rather than a heart), more appropriate for a police 
blotter than for a lyric poem. Hence it clashes with the gentle associations 
of sentimentality, even in Mayakovsky’s spelling. (The standard form would 
be “sentimental'nost'iu” rather than “santimental'nost'iu” — Mayakovsky’s 
variant imitates [and perhaps mocks] French nasal pronunciation.) In this 
way, the traditional image of tears of parting is simultaneously called forth 
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and undercut. Once again, these lines reflect Mayakovsky’s avant-garde ori- 

gins: the transformation (through synecdoche) of the poet into eyes and a 

heart recalls Cubism. 

In the closing two lines the poet changes tone once again. The physical 

poet disappears entirely, replaced by his “metaphysical” musings. Shifting 

from histrionic imperatives to a contrary-to-fact (subjunctive) statement, 

Mayakovsky expresses his closeness to Paris only to reject it in favor of 

Moscow. Moscow was indeed Mayakovsky’s home, but in this poem it has 

added significance as Russia’s new capital city. (Petersburg/Petrograd had 

been the imperial capital, and one of the earliest decisions of the Soviets 

was to change the seat of power.) Mayakovsky uses grammatical gender 

to underscore the contrast. The fact that Moscow (feminine in gender) 

is described as a “zemlia” (also feminine, but a word usually applied to a 

country or at the very least a region) suggests that he is drawing on the 

feminine aspects of Russia so prominent in the patriotic verse of his prede- 

cessors. This stands out even more when it is opposed to Paris (masculine in 

gender). «MockBa» closes the poem, italicized, as a rhyme word, and on its 

own step of the graphic stepladder. It is as if the mere naming of the poet’s 
beloved city obviates the need for further commentary. 

In short, if the first part of Mayakovsky’s poem 1s factual and descriptive 

(statements and questions), the second is evaluative and emotional (impera- 

tives and subjunctives). The actual departure scene (first half of the poem), 

conveyed through time and motion, yields to an atemporal meditation on 

the act of parting and an uncharacteristically laconic yearning for Russia 

(second half). 
Three stanzas of a recent poem (published in 2000 and probably written 

not much earlier) by Timur Kibirov give a good indication of where Russian 

patriotic verse stands today. 

TobKO BbIMOJIBHIUb CHOBO «Pocch»>, 

a TeM Oosee «Pycb» — 1 B OalliKy 

TOTYAC MOULMOCTH é3yT TaKHe, 

BPAKH, PIYMOCTH CTOJIb MPOMHCHEIe, 

MW TaKY1O HaBOAT TOCKY 

rpada Hynuna B3q6pHoe 4BAHCTBO, 

Xomsak6Ba HeOpHitas CieéCb, 

6dpcTBO AMKOe HW MeCCHAHCTBO — 

TYT Kak TyT. SaBcerga onH €cTE. [.. .] 

Pycp-Poccna! OT cux KOHHOTALIMH 

HaM C TOOG!O yxKe He COexKATH. 

He P& xe Te6é Ha3bIBATBC#! 

Kak xe 3BaTb? V kya x TeOa 3BATb? 
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(Just utter the word “Russia,” / Or better yet “Rus” — and into your noggin / In 

an instant such banalities will crawl, / Such lies, such hackneyed stupidities, / And 

they’ll cause such boredom // Count Null’s stupid arrogance, / Khomiakov’s unshaven 

conceit, / Wild gentry and messianism — / There they all are. They’re always there. 

[. . .] / Rus'-Russia! From these connotations / The two of us cannot escape. / You 

can’t just be called RF [Russian Federation]! / But what should we call you? And 

where should we summon you to?) 

Kibirov begins by invoking the two historical designations of Russia, 

leading the reader to anticipate yet another poem in the patriotic mode. 

“Rus'” is usually distinguished from “Rossiia” as a spiritual community 

rather than a political entity. However, both words can connote patriotic 

pride, as the poems of Ivanov and Blok indicate. By the end of the second 

line of Kibirov’s poem, all such elevated expectations are made problematic 

by the word “bashka” (“noggin”) — a decidedly low lexical item. And when 

we reach the rhyme “Rossiia/propisnye” (“Russia/hackneyed”), there can 

be little doubt that the first two lines were essentially a provocation, as 

the poem is devoted to demolishing the hallowed image of holy Russia. 

A similarly striking stylistic clash occurs in a rhyme of the second stanza: 

“chvanstvo/messianstvo” (“conceit/messianism’’). In this stanza, Kibirov 

cites specific figures both literary (Count Null is from Pushkin’s epony- 

mous poem, a snobbish Francophile who despises Russia) and historical (the 

poet and philosopher Aleksei Khomiakov, one of the guiding lights of the 

Slavophile movement). In the final stanza, he again sets various lexical regis- 

ters — and their concomitant associations — against each other. For example, 

in the phrase “ot sikh konnotatsii” (“from these connotations’), the archaic 

“sikh” is followed by a pretentious and distinctly modern-sounding loan 

word. An experienced reader will recognize in these concluding lines some 

of Blok’s trademark intonations: emotional apostrophes («Ham c TO6610 yxe 

He cOexaTb» [“The two of us cannot escape”) and urgent short questions 

(«Kak xe 3B4Tb?» [“But what should we call you?”’]). However, the phrase 

“RF,” an obvious anachronism, undercuts these pathos-inducing allusions. 

The (post)modern poet plays on rhetoric and themes still immediately rec- 

ognizable to the Russian reader, but uses the familiar intonations to subvert 

the underlying assumptions. Less a dismissal of prior Russian poetry than of 

present reality, it is an homage to the powerful poetic models of Lermontov, 
Tiutchey, and especially Blok. 

Kibirov’s poem reflects a skepticism toward Russian nationalism, a phe- 
nomenon that has become disturbingly prominent in political and popular 
discourse since the demise of the Soviet Union. The rhetoric of the past, 
he suggests, fits incongruously with present aspirations. However, his poem 
also allows us to reach a broader conclusion: namely, that great poetry has 
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a way of overcoming even its own subject matter. Most of the poems dis- 

cussed in this chapter express sentiments that are uncomfortable for today’s 

readers — both Russian and foreign. Yet there is no denying their power. 

By building on the work of their predecessors, Russian poets have created 

a unique tradition of civic verse that rises above the historical and social 

circumstances that gave rise to it. 
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C becueroBedHOW Cy{bOOn 

Kakoii xe cop? Kakon xe O01? 

I. Usanos, «C OecuenoBedqHoro cy ibO0M» 

With an inhuman fate 

What argument can there be? What battle? 

G. Ivanov, “With an inhuman fate” 

The specific poetic genres discussed in Part Two were hardly exhaustive. 

Several equally important genres could be adduced (e.g., religious poetry, 

the metapoetic poem [poetry about poetry], poetry of the city). And even 

our chosen genres could be divided into a host of subgenres. The three 

exemplary love poems (Chapter Six) could all be categorized as poems of 

jealousy, but there are many other types of love poem: anticipatory (e.g., Fet’s 

«A npumién k Te6é c MIpHBeTOM» [“I came to you with a greeting”), disap- 

pointed (e.g., Pasternak’s «Map6ypr» [“Marburg”’]), ecstatic (e.g., Pushkin’s 

«Het, 4 He MOPOxXY MATOKHbIM HacylaxKeHbem» [“No, I do not value wild 

pleasure”]. The chapter on patriotic poetry omitted the substantial tradi- 

tion of civic verse directed against Russia, e.g., Viazemsky’s «Pycckuii 661» 

(“Russian God”), Lermontov’s «Mpouraii, Hempiraa Poccris (“Farewell, 

unwashed Russia”), and most of Nekrasov’s verse. A no less vexing problem 

is that a single poem can combine genres. Blok’s «[pequyscrsyto Te6® (“I 

anticipate you’’), discussed in Chapter Three, wavers between love poetry 

and religious poetry. Pasternak’s «po34 MomeHTasbHasa HaBéK» (“A Storm 

Forever Momentary’’) is at once a nature poem and a metapoetic poem (see 

Chapter Seven). Even the genres that are defined by strict formal charac- 

teristics are not necessarily pure (recall Derzhavin’s «emia» [‘‘Felitsa”’] in 
Chapter Four). 

Such fluidity notwithstanding, genre remains an invaluable tool for under- 
standing both individual poems and poetic tradition. A poet seeking to 
express his or her thoughts invariably retains or revises the paradigms of 
earlier poets. Likewise, readers encountering a new work will try to make 
sense of it by comparing it to things they already know. At times, poets fore- 
ground genre, designating a given work as an “elegy” or an “ode.” In other 
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cases, poets write without a conscious model, yet their particular situation 

(and response to it) recalls that of prior poets, perhaps wholly unknown 

to them. For this reason, even poems that were created independently can 

prove mutually illuminating when read together. 

Poetry has been defined as “violence done to language,” but it might be 

more accurate to define it as patterning imposed on language, patterning that 

extends far beyond the rules that govern everyday grammar and style. As we 

have seen, virtually any constituent part of language (sound, syntax, rhythm, 

grammatical categories) can be used poetically, to establish a symmetry that 

directly influences the way a poem is perceived and understood. Were these 

effects to appear in everyday usage (e.g., the iambic trimeter supermarket 

observation: “The léttuce costs a dollar, / the s6up a dollar ten”), no one 

would impute significance to them. In a poem, however, one justly assumes 

that their use is both deliberate and meaningful. A translator can retain 

only a small fraction of a poem’s numerous symmetries. A scholar can draw 

attention to many, but can never replicate the effect of their simultaneous 

combination. 
The poet’s fascination with pattern answers a fundamental human need 

for order. A common topos of world literature portrays the poet as a sec- 

ond God, whose creation reflects (albeit on a small scale) the perfection 

of divine provenance. And while the notion of an omniscient being who 

regulates the tiniest details of human existence may seem more in keeping 

with the mind-set of the Middle Ages than of our own epoch, the desire 

for a structured environment remains an indelible part of human conscious- 

ness. Even people who believe that the world is random and fundamen- 

tally meaningless inevitably create their own order, establishing a routine in 

daily life and developing a personal philosophy that makes spiritual exis- 

tence possible. For the poet, this order resides in language itself, which 

remains even in the absence of reason, justice, happiness, and basic human 

freedoms. 
The relationship of poetry — with its careful patterning — to the chaotic 

and often distinctly “unpoetic” world beyond the poem is the subject of this 

concluding chapter. Our two exemplary poems were written by émigrés, 

which gives them a special pathos. Emigration always uproots and disrupts, 

but for poets it also entails severe linguistic dislocation, a permanent sep- 

aration from the only audience capable of appreciating their work. Anna 

Akhmatova, who stayed in Russia through thick and thin, probably had 

this in mind when she wrote in her «Io4ma 6e3 repos (“Poem Without 

a Hero”) of the «u3rHdHua BO3Lyx roppKuit» (“bitter air of exiles) ihe 

daunting task facing the émigré poet — which did not confront émigré 

musicians or painters to the same degree — was to create meaningful art in 

an alien and inhospitable climate. 
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In the course of four decades of emigration, Georgy Ivanov had 

ample opportunity to reflect on the fate of the émigré poet. The poem 

«OTBICUEHHOIt CHOHKHOCTHIO TlepciacKoro KoBpa» (“Like the abstract com- 

plexity of a Persian carpet’), a profound meditation on this subject, con- 

cludes the final section of his final book of poetry (first published in 1958, 

a few months after his death). 

OrpsleYéHHOH CO2%KHOCTHIO MepCHACKOrO KOBpa, 

CyeTIMBOH pOCKOLIbIO MaBJIMHberO XBOCTA 

B Hé6e paci[BeTaloT HM TEMHEIOT Bedepa, 

O, copcém OeccMBbICJICHHO HM BCé Ke HECMpocTa. 

Tomy6aa s00HA Hal, Kpy2xKeBOM MOCTA 

Tlog mpo3pa4uHo-npii3pa4yHOon BepsICHOBCKON JIyHOH — 

MuuisIMOHHOJIETHAA 3EMHAA KpacoTa, 

BéuHasa OeccMbICIMIa — OHA OAT CO MHOH. 

B 66em, STO MpaBHJIbHO, HU A ele TILLY. 

IloaBepHysacb MY3bIKa: e€ 4 3alIMIly. 

CriHelt MayTHHoro (XBocTa WIM MocTA), 

JImnuett rapmmubei. HW scé xe Hectipocra. 

(Like the abstract complexity of a Persian carpet, / Like the frivolous luxury of a 

peacock’s tail / In the sky the evenings bloom and darken, / Oh, completely mean- 

ingless but nonetheless not without purpose. // The light blue apple tree above the 

lace of a bridge / Below the transparently phantom-like Verlainian moon — / The 

million-year-old earthly beauty, / Eternal meaninglessness — it is with me again. // In 

general this is right, and I am still breathing. / Music has turned up: I will write it 

down. / Like a dark blue spider web (of a tail or a bridge), / Like a peacock line. But 

nonetheless not without purpose.) 

With the significant exception of the final line, the poem is written in 

the highly unusual meter of trochaic heptameter. As in most poems with 

long lines, there is a caesura, here after the fourth foot and almost always 

corresponding to a logical pause. This fourth foot is always unstressed, creat- 

ing a rhythmic regularity that allows one to reconceptualize each individual 

line as being composed of two trochaic trimeters, the first with unrhymed 

dactylic endings, the second with masculine rhymes. The essential point 
here is not that this poem is in heptameter and hexameter at the same time, 
but that — already within the sphere of meter — a hidden pattern emerges 
that forces us to revise our initial impression. 

The richness of the poem’s sound organization is immediately evident. 
The rhyme scheme itself shows a more extensive patterning than one expects 
to find in quatrains. The “b” rhyme of the first stanza recurs through- 
out the poem, uniting a series of essential words: «xpocra» (“of a tail) 
«Hecripocra» (“not without purpose”), «mocra» (“[ofa] bridge”), «xpacora» 
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(“beauty”). In the final stanza, all of these words recur except for «KpacoTa» 

(which is unique aurally as well, with its -cora ending instead of the —cra 

endings in the words it rhymes with). In addition to rhyme, Ivanov relies on 

emphatic alliteration (mpospauno-npu3paunoii, BepeHOBCKON JTYHOIi), some- 

times combined with assonance (VJlimuei naptime). 

But what is the poem “about”? The fact that it begins in the most abstract 

and ambiguous grammatical case (instrumental) is telling — this is not a poem 

that makes its point directly. The two first lines are strikingly similar in 

structure — a feminine adjective and noun in the instrumental case are fol- 

lowed by a masculine adjective and noun in the genitive case. Moreover, the 

word boundaries of these lines coincide exactly (falling after syllables 4, 7, 

and 11). Such careful symmetry is particularly appropriate since both the 

Persian carpet and the peacock’s tail are images of intricate patterning. Only 

in the third line, however, does the basic meaning of the first two lines 

become apparent. It is here that we discover that the opening instrumental 

case is functioning as a simile. The evening sky that repeatedly “blooms” 

and “darkens” is likened to the complex patterns of the peacock and carpet. 

(Since the verb “pacupetatb” [“bloom”] ordinarily describes a flower, it 

suggests another image of complex patterning.) The final line shifts direc- 

tions, moving from description to interpretation. At the basis of this line is 

an undisguised paradox. The clash of «copcém OeccmbicieHHO» (“completely 

meaningless”) and «Heciipocta» (“not without purpose”) brings to the fore 

the fundamental tension between pattern and meaning (or lack thereof). 

The second stanza seamlessly develops the first. «KpyxeBo MoctTa» (“the 

lace of a bridge”) presumably depicts the intricate ironwork on a bridge rail- 

ing and thus supplies an additional instance of complex patterning, recalling 

in particular the Persian carpet, another creation of man. In a similar way, 

the «a6m0H» (“apple tree’) parallels the peacock’s tail, both images belong- 

ing to the natural world. The «BepménoscKas mynd» (“Verlainian moon”) 

combines the natural and human spheres. The great French Symbolist Paul 

Verlaine wrote two famous moon poems (“Clair de lune” [“Moonlight”] 

and “La lune blanche” [““The White Moon”), both of which rely on rich 

sound orchestration to depict a scene of melancholic beauty. The “Ver- 

lainian moon” appears to place the poem in Paris, where Verlaine spent his 

formative and final years and where Ivanov lived throughout his emigration, 

It also calls to mind the struggling and destitute poet (the “poéte maudit”’ 

(“cursed poet”], as Verlaine called himself), whose miserable physical exis- 

tence provides a marked contrast to his hauntingly euphonic verse. As in 

the first stanza, there is an emphasis on time, which passes without affecting 

change. For all its parallels to the first stanza, however, the second adds a 

new and crucial element: beauty. Curiously, beauty is associated with the 

earth and equated not with pattern, but with “eternal meaninglessness.” 
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The second stanza closes by introducing the poet himself, but —in a by now 

familiar strategy — only in the instrumental case. 

In formal terms, the third stanza departs from the previous two. The 

rhyme scheme changes from a “ring” pattern to couplets, and the final line 

contains a metrical irregularity (a missing syllable). Such exceptions from 

the carefully constructed norm suggest that the theme of the poem will 

also undergo a significant change. The first lines certainly support such an 

expectation, since they position the poet in the foreground for the first 

time. The rhyme words bring together his basic physical existence (ably 

[I breathe]) and his artistic creation (samuury [I will write down]). The 

reference to music, that most abstract of the arts, invokes Verlaine’s dictum 

of “De la musique avant toute chose” (“Music before all else”), a rallying 

cry for poets in both France and pre-revolutionary Russia. 

The final two lines recall the opening stanzas, recapitulating the images 

of peacock’s tail and bridge and supplementing them with a spider web. 

In this new context, however, these images are related not only through 

their complex patterning, but through their proximity to art and, by 

extension, to beauty. In the closing lines of the previous stanzas, the first 

half of the line was explicitly devoted to the subject of meaninglessness: 
«O, coBceM OeccMBIcIeHHO» (“Oh, completely meaningless”) and «BeuHaa 

6eccempicuuua» (“Eternal meaninglessness”). In the third stanza this by 

now anticipated exclamation is replaced by yet another image of pattern: 

«JImHvei maBMHbel» (“a peacock line’). This phrase is striking in its very 

obscurity. Presumably the contour of a peacock is meant, the sweep of its 

entire body. «JImHus»» (‘line’) is thus being used to describe something that 

is, strictly speaking, curved. Yet even this odd phrase connotes pattern, not 

only because it recalls the peacock’s tail, but also because it expresses pat- 
tern through sound. Though etymologically unrelated, the second word 

echoes the first so closely that their similarity seems preordained. Language 

itself, in short, creates the pattern. After this comes the poem’s rhythmic 

“error.” A syllable is omitted, creating an eerie pause — a hesitation — which 

nevertheless leads to the familiar and now conclusive assertion: «HM Bcé xe 
Heciipocra» (“But nonetheless not without purpose’). 

In the first two stanzas, the poet presented images of the most detailed 

patterning, describing them as at once meaningless and meaningful. These 

images included natural objects and human artifacts. They were not delim- 

ited temporally, as was indicated by the fact that the poet spoke of many 

evenings (rather than a single evening) in the first stanza and about the 

“million-year-old” beauty in the second. In short, the poet’s purview 
extended beyond his own brief lifetime. He was searching not simply for 
personal, but for universal meaning. In the final stanza, he begins by focusing 
within, examining his own activity as a living being and poet. His creative 
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activity seems as involuntary as breathing: «IlomBepHymacb MY3bIKa: e€ 4 

sammy» (“Music has turned up: I will write it down”). The source of the 

music 1s mysterious (the verb nogBepHyTbcs connotes an accidental quality), 

but whatever its origin, music — which one may safely equate with poetry — 

represents yet one more instance of careful patterning. This artistic activity 

is in turn associated with the symmetries discussed earlier, an implicit link- 

age created by imagery (the spider web recalling the carpet, lace, etc.) and 

grammatical parallelism (the instrumental case of «ciHel MayTHHorO» [“‘like 

a dark blue spider web” reminiscent of the opening lines). 

The poet looks out into the “meaningless” world and confronts a series 

of patterns: visual, aural, syntactic, even biographical (the Russian poet and 

his French counterpart). Though he is unable to discern the precise logic 

that would explain them, their very existence appears to convince him of 

an overriding plan to the universe itself. His initial response (lines one and 

two) to pattern is hardly positive: «oTBie4éHHOH CO%*KHOCTHIOy (“abstract 

complexity”) and «cyeTamBol pockoutb1o» (“frivolous luxury’’). However, 

as the poem progresses, these constantly recurring patterns create a sense 

of ubiquitous order, which ultimately becomes the mark of beauty and art. 

That these myriad repetitions cannot be understood is less significant than 

the undeniable fact of their presence. In spite of himself, the poet continues 

to write, mimicking in his verse the intricate patterns of the “meaningless 

logic” that surrounds him. 
Georgy Ivanov was one of the great poets of the “first wave” of Russian 

emigration. Within fifteen years of his death, the “third wave” of émigrés 

began to appear in the West. One of the outstanding figures of this new group 

of dispossessed intellectuals was Joseph Brodsky, whose poetry reflects — in 

a very different idiom than Ivanov’s — surprisingly similar concerns. Shortly 

after emigration, Brodsky wrote a cycle of enigmatic and uncharacteristically 

brief poems entitled «act pean» (“A Part of Speech”), from which the 

following poem is cited in its entirety (including the opening ellipsis). 

... HIIpH cilépe «payee» H3 pyCCKOrO sBbIKA 

BbIOeraloT MBILUM MH BCeM OpaBoH 

OTIpbI3ZA10T OT JAKOMOLO KyCKa 

IAMATH, UTO TBOM CbIp AbIPABOH. 

Tlocne cT6sIbKUX 311M yxKe Oe3pa3zIN4HO, 4TO 

WIM KTO CTOUT B yrly y OKHA 3a LITOpOH, 

HB MO3ry pa3faéTcaA He He3eMHOe «10», 

HO eé wypuidHue. 7Ki3Hb, KOTOpOH, 

Kak JlapéHOii BELIM, He CMOTPST B TACTb, 

o6naxder 3yObI IPH KAKO BCTpere. 

Or Bcerdé 4eMOBeKa BAM OCTAETCA ACT 

péun. Udcrs peu Booomé. Wacrb pean. 
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(... and at the word “the future” out of the Russian language / rush mice and in 

a whole horde / gnaw away at the dainty morsel / of memory like that hole-ridden 

cheese of yours. / After so many winters it doesn’t matter any more, what / or who is 

standing in the corner at the window behind the drapes, / and in one’s mind resounds 

not the unearthly “do,” / but its rustling. Life, which, / like a gift thing, you don’t 

look in the maw, / bares its teeth at every meeting. / From the whole man you are 

left with a part / of his speech. An actual part of speech. A part of speech.) 

Like most of the cycle, this poem is written in accentual verse, with 

stresses per line varying from three to six and unstressed intervals varying 

from one to four. The rhymes are alternating masculine and feminine, which 

creates a completely predictable rhythmic patterning at the end of each line. 

Curiously, rhythmic regularity is also built into the beginning of the lines, 

since twelve of fourteen start with an anapest. In the two exceptional cases 

(lines four and twelve), stress falls on the opening syllable and coincides 

with a striking enjambment. In these instances, the expected rhythmic flow 

is altered to mark two crucial words: «mamaTu», «pean» (“[of] memory,” 

“lotlispeechy ) 

Brodsky constantly disorients the reader with surprising images and clash- 

ing stylistic registers. Even the opening ellipsis suggests that we have already 

missed some of the essential presuppositions. The word «rpsayuee» (“the 

future”) with its archaic and distinctly literary quality, leads one to expect a 

meditation in the high style. (In everyday speech, the synonym «6yzyutee» 

is used). Yet any such expectations are dashed in the second line, with 
the appearance of a horde of mice. The combination of the mice and the 
future recalls Pushkin’s «Cruxi, cCouMHEHHbIe HOUBIO BO BPéMa OecCOHHHLbD»> 

(“Verses Composed at Night at a Time of Sleeplessness”’), discussed in Chap- 

ter Four, but Brodsky’s treatment of the subject is unique. While Pushkin’s 

poem traced the path from uncertainty to control, Brodsky’s leads only to 

increasing fragmentation and disintegration. Already in this opening pas- 

sage, Brodsky creates confusion by reversing the tenor and vehicle of his 

metaphor. Ordinary logic would dictate the following sequence: the mice 

eat Swiss cheese, which is like a brain (because of its porous physical appear- 

ance), which in turn represents memory (an abstract concept associated 
with the brain). In this passage, however, these very physical mice take a 
bite directly out of the abstraction that is memory. Memory is then com- 
pared to Swiss cheese, with the potentially mediating term «Mo3r» (“brain’”’) 
appearing only four lines later and in another context. 

This resulting image, while intentionally imprecise, concludes the unam- 
biguously grim view of the future presented in the opening four lines. In 
the next few lines, the poet’s attention turns from the future to the past 
and present. The passage of time — «nocue cTrémBKUX 31M» (“after so many 
winters”) — has apparently led to a state of utter indifference. Inanimate 
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and animate («aTo MIM KTO» [“what or who’) are no longer categories 

that matter. Moreover, spatial positions (indicated by the rapid succession of 

prepositions B, y, 3a) seem interchangeable. The only sound that occurs is 

not the otherworldly «go», but a distinctly mundane rustling — of drapes or 

possibly mice, since the feminine possessive pronoun could refer to «Tépa» 

(“drapes”) or — less probable but nonetheless conceivable — «opaBa» (“horde 

[of mice]”). The Russian word «qo» itself contains rich ambiguities. It may 

refer to the first note of the musical scale (Qn which case the «He3emHde 

«0»» [“unearthly ‘do’”] would call to mind the ancient belief in the music 

of the spheres) or to the preposition “before,” which has spatial and tempo- 
ral meanings, both of which are relevant to the present context. Whatever 

that transcendent «go» may represent, however, it remains inaudible and 

therefore inaccessible. 
Confusing imagery notwithstanding, the first four lines of the poem make 

a formally irreproachable quatrain, containing a single sentence and end- 

ing with a full stop. Against this backdrop, the second four lines display a 

discontinuity. The full stop that “should” occur at the end of line eight is 

pushed forward, so that it falls in the middle of the next line. The new 

beginning is thus, strictly speaking, out of kilter. As usual in Brodsky, this 

break comes on a particularly significant word: @Ku3Hb» (“life”). From this 

point on, the sense of dislocation already established becomes yet more insis- 

tent. The Russian proverb «apéHomy KOH10 B 3Y6bI He CMOTpsT» (literally: 

“One doesn’t look a gift horse in the teeth”), appears in fractured form 

in lines eight to ten. By its very nature, a proverb is fixed in language and 

therefore not subject to even the slightest change. When Brodsky alters it, 

he shakes the very foundations of communication. In accordance with the 

equivalence of animate and inanimate averred earlier, Brodsky compares the 

proverbial horse (in Russian, a «KTo») to a thing («Beutb», that is, a «4TO»). 

Most interesting, he omits the word «3y6pp» (“teeth”) from the proverb, but 

includes it in another fixed expression («oOHaxkaeT 3yObP» [“bares its teeth”]), 

thereby making the gift horse (life itself) menacing, even predatory. Like the 

mice of the opening, it becomes a direct threat to human existence. 

From this highly metaphorical passage (mixed metaphors, one might add) 

emerge the two final lines, bereft of figurative language, but containing one 

of the most powerful enjambments in all of Russian poetry. «OT Bcero 

yemoBéKa BaM ocTaétca 4acTb / péun.» If this sentence is pronounced cor- 

rectly (with the requisite pause at the line ending), it initially reads: “From 

the whole person you are left with a part.” Only after this pause does 

one realize what it really says: “From the whole person you are left with a 

part . . . of his speech.” The poem closes by breaking down this sentence 

into sentence fragments. (To appreciate the brevity of the closing lines, one 

must recall the sprawling run-on sentences that preceded them. Likewise, 
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the finality of the closing line’s three periods should be contrasted with the 

ellipsis that opened the poem.) The final line focuses our attention ever 

more closely on this disembodied “part of speech” as the sole survivor and 

the ultimate reality. 
Brodsky’s poem posits a future where language is more a relic than a 

means of communication. As the rhyme «a3prka/Kycka» (“[of] language/[of] 

a piece”’) suggests, language is itself repeatedly broken into parts. Individual 

words such as «rpanyutee» and «fo», set off by quotation marks, appear 

as if suspended in space. Quotation marks ordinarily designate speech and, 

implicitly, a speaker. Perhaps the most disturbing aspect of Brodsky’s poem 

is the absence of that speaker. Indeed, the most traditional component of 

lyric poetry, the “I,” never appears. Pronominal usage is limited to «TBO» 

(possessive pronoun, second personal singular, informal) and «Bam» (dative 

case, formal singular or plural). Both of these words invoke an interlocutor, 

yet Brodsky uses them in constructions that erase the sense of a real person. 

The first instance («Kak TBOM cbIp») simply means “like that old cheese” 

(i.e., that cheese that everybody knows about). The second («Bam octaéTc») 

could be rendered most idiomatically as “all that’s left is...” Tellingly, when 

Brodsky himself translated the poem into English, he removed both cases 

of pronominal usage. Yet these depersonalized uses of “you” in the Russian 

poem make the absence of humanity more palpable than their complete 

omission. They raise the possibility of human contact only to annul it. The 

result is a world in which shards of language continue to exist, but divorced 

from speakers and listeners. Even the graphic layout contributes to this effect. 

In all editions of “A Part of Speech” that Brodsky supervised, each brief 

poem is allotted its own page, even though two poems could easily have fit 

on the same page. Brodsky clearly wished to create a visual impression of 

sparseness by presenting each laconic poem against a void. 

Brodsky’s poem represents a “poem of the end,” and therefore provides 

a convenient place to close our study. However, it would be wrong to 
read it as an epitaph for Russian poetry. After writing “A Part of Speech,” 
Brodsky himself had another two prolific decades ahead of him, and Russian 
poetry remains robust to this day. More to the point is that Brodsky’s poem 
shows the extraordinary degree of poetic control necessary to write about 
fragmentation and communicative breakdown. The haunting effect of this 
poem results from a virtuoso manipulation of syntax, lexicon, and figurative 
language. In this work, poetry is powerful enough to discuss its own undoing, 
and to do so in a way that — paradoxically — continues to engage us. 

The émigré poetry of Georgy Ivanov and Joseph Brodsky has now 
returned home and found a new generation of readers. This burgeon- 
ing interest in their work can be explained less by a fascination with the 
émigré experience than by the world-view that it gave rise to: searching, 
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disoriented, at times despairing, but never cynical. One might say that emi- 

gration represents a distinctly modern — some might say “post-modern” — 

sense of alienation and spiritual homelessness. Yet if the poetry of emigration 

teaches us anything, it is that language creates a home. In the patterning of 

poetry, in the concision of a lyric poem, we find perhaps the best substitute 

for the wholeness that continually eludes us in life. 
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The Cambridge Intro , 

presents the major ii Ah RD 

styles of Russian poetry. Using examples from 

Russia’s greatest poets, Michael Wachtel draws 

on three centuries of verse, from the beginnings 

of secular literature in the eighteenth century up 

to the present day. The first half of the book is 

devoted to concepts such as versification, poetic 

language, and tradition; the second half is 

organized along genre lines and examines the 

ode, the elegy, ballads, love poetry, nature poetry, 

and patriotic verse. All poetry appears in the 

original followed by literal translations. This 

book is designed to give readers with even a 

minimal knowledge of the Russian language an 

appreciation of the brilliance of Russian poetry. 

It will be an invaluable tool for students and 

teachers alike. 
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