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Abstract

Though they lived a century apart and wrote in starkly disparate historical, cultural, and
literary contexts, Russian poets Aleksandr Pushkin and Vladimir Mayakovsky were both victims
of the posthumous processes of bureaucratization and monumentalization at the hands of the
Soviet regime. Their biographies, politics, and poetry were sanitized and manipulated for use as
state propaganda. This dissertation synthesizes several scholarly approaches including theories of
poetry, close reading of prosody and metaphor, and analysis of biographical and cultural context
in order to analyze Mayakovsky’s relationship with Pushkin and his legacy. Ultimately, | argue
that Mayakovsky uses his poetry both as a means of “resurrecting” Pushkin from his posthumous
stagnation and as his own “immortalization program”—a plan through which Mayakovsky
hoped to be similarly resurrected by his descendants and rescued from his second death as a
lifeless monument of “marble slime.” Much of my analysis centers on Mayakovsky’s treatment
of the Pushkinian themes of the monument and the destructive statue, which appear throughout
his oeuvre in many different forms and provide a wealth of information about Mayakovsky’s

concerns regarding his relationship with Pushkin and his own poetic immortality.
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Chapter 1: Monumentalization and Bureaucratization in the Legacies of Pushkin and
Mayakovsky

In a 1969 interview with Viktor Duvakin, pioneer of the Soviet Union’s Oral History
Project, artist and friend of VIadimir Mayakovsky Evgeniia Lang describes a memory of the poet
from sometime between 1911 and 1912:

That winter, Mayakovsky came to pick me up at Kelin’s school. It was a very pleasant

winter day; the snow crunched under our feet. We walked from Tverskaia-lamskaia into

the center and crossed the square by Strastnoi monastery. Mayakovsky suddenly stopped

as he sometimes liked to stop while walking, made a wide gesture with his arm and said,

completely unexpectedly: “This is where my monument will stand someday.”?
The spot Mayakovsky allegedly indicated was situated across from Opekushin’s famous
monument to Aleksandr Pushkin erected in Moscow in 1880. Whether or not the event Lang
describes actually occurred, Mayakovsky certainly felt that both he and Pushkin would share a
common posthumous fate of immortalization through monuments. Mayakovsky would spend
much of his career as a poet concerned with this kinship between him and his greatest
predecessor, using poetry to exorcize his fear of the stagnation of the monument, as well as to
fight against it.

Mayakovsky’s own monument was erected in Moscow in 1958, not across from
Pushkin’s as he predicted, but on Triumphal Square, which would carry his name from 1935 to
1992. The beginning of Mayakovsky’s bureaucratization by Soviet authorities and the lead-up to

the monument’s unveiling famously began in 1935, when Lili and Osip Brik appealed to Stalin

to officially recognize the poet. His legacy had been neglected by the regime up until this point,

! Gor’kii.“Verbliuiuiud! Maiakooovskii! Duurov!: Vospominaniia khudozhnitsy Evgenii Lang o
Vladimire Maiakovskom,” Gor ’kii, January 25, 2018, https://gorky.media/context/verblyuyuyud-
mayakooovskij-duuurov/.



and Stalin’s branding of Mayakovsky as “the greatest poet of our Soviet epoch” marked a
dramatic change in the poet’s posthumous perception and celebration in the Soviet Union.
Pasternak characterizes this moment as Mayakovsky’s “second death,” after which he was
“introduced by force, like potatoes in the time of Catherine the Great.”? Svetlana Boym describes
the posthumous death suffered by Mayakovsky as a process by which “the poet is no longer in
control of the dynamic and playful process of self-creation; some of his masks are already
‘patented’ by the literary establishment with all rights reserved.”® As a poet who relishes his
ability to manipulate his many “masks” through his poetic personae, Mayakovsky would
certainly have objected to being limited in this way. While he at times champions the concept of
the artist’s unfreedom, as in the poems “Homeward!” [«Jomoii!»] (1925), “A Conversation with
the Tax Man About Poetry” [«Pa3roBop ¢ ¢punuHCIiekropom o moa3uu»] (1926), and many
others, relinquishing his ability to vacillate between being a “Soviet factory manufacturing
happiness” and an autonomous artist fills him with revulsion. This play is essential to
Mayakovsky’s identity as a poet, and, as Boym shows, such play is impossible within
monumentalism and bureaucratization. In my second chapter, 1 will discuss the concept of the
poet’s autonomy as conceived by Pushkin and Blok, and its relationship with Mayakovsky’s
struggle against the powerful forces of bureaucracy that subject the poet to censorship while he is
still living, and trap him in stone once he is dead.

Mayakovsky perceived posthumous commemoration through monuments as a kind of

death after death, an immortality that removes the vitality of the poet’s legacy. In his monograph

2 Boris Pasternak, “Liudi i polozheniia,” Novyi mir no. 1 (1967), 231.
3 Svetlana Boym, Death in Quotation Marks: Cultural Myths of the Modern Poet (Cambridge,
Mass., Harvard University Press, 1991), 152.
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Greetings, Pushkin!: Stalinist Cultural Politics and the Russian National Bard, Jonathan Brooks

Platt describes monumentalism as a process which “provides the dead with an inorganic form of
immortality: an ‘afterlife’ visually anchored in the collective memory of their descendants or the
national community.”* Both Pushkin and Mayakovsky are victims of this phenomenon, which
Platt presents without value judgments, but which Mayakovsky viewed as highly destructive. For
him, monuments represented eternal imprisonment, obsolescence, and torpidity at one end of the
spectrum, and disease and death at the other. This profound anxiety toward monumentalism is
especially apparent in his “The Jubilee Poem” [« O6uneitnoe»] (1924) and At the Top of My
Voice [«Bo Bech ronoc»] (1930), both of which are in metric and thematic dialogue with
Pushkin. As I will argue later on, Mayakovsky’s anxieties about the monumentalism and
bureaucratization of his own legacy are intimately connected with Pushkin’s poetry and legacy.

Kornei Chukovsky describes a variation of destructive monumentalism as it relates to
Pushkin’s legacy in his article “Two Poets” [«]IBa moata»] (1936), which was written in
anticipation of the jubilee marking the centennial of Pushkin’s death:

In all of the gymnasiums, “men in cases” took hold of Pushkin and made his luminous

name just as dusty, bureaucratic, and boring as Greek verbs, God’s law, or Latin. The

most humane of men, the life and poetry of whom were the irrepressible rejection of

every kind of carrion and falsity, they bureaucratized, emasculated, made one of the icons
of the autocratic regime.®

4 Jonathan Brooks Platt, Greetings, Pushkin!: Stalinist Cultural Politics and the Russian
National Bard (Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2016), 42.

% A reference to the protagonist of Chekhov’s story “The Man in the Case” [«UenoBex B
dyrasipe»] (1898).

® Kornei Chukovsky, “Dva poeta,” Smena no. 9 (1936), 17.
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Ironically, the jubilee celebration for which Chukovsky wrote this article has been interpreted as

contributing to the very process of bureaucratization that it rejects.” Stephanie Sandler marks the
1937 jubilee as the beginning of the Soviet Union’s favored national pastime of Pushkin-
worship, specifically pinpointing the poet’s fixed existence as a monument in the Russian and
Soviet cultural consciousness:
The monuments’ stillness and similarity well represent for us the attitude of official
Pushkin myths, as constituted by literary, religious, philosophical, and political culture.
These myths produce a static rather than dynamic Pushkin, also disesmbodying him. How
ironic that these monuments now seem to incarnate an official and slightly dishonest
myth of Pushkin: erecting a monument to a private person in 1880 was actually quite a
daring thing to do in a nation that previously so honored only autocrats and generals. But
the monuments are consonant with a disembodied version of the Pushkin myth where
there is no place for stories and legends of the poet that suggest bodily energy, erotic
inventiveness, transgressive desire, and physical difference.®
Sandler goes on to argue that writers actively fought against the official perception of Pushkin in
the Soviet era, naming among them Marina Tsvetaeva, Abram Terts, and, of course,
Mayakovsky. I will touch on each of these writers later on. But what was special about
Mayakovsky’s fight against the current of Pushkin’s bureaucratization? I argue that
Mayakovsky’s preoccupation with Pushkin and his legacy is not at all disinterested, but

profoundly personal. As Evgeniia Lang’s striking anecdote shows, Mayakovsky viewed his own

posthumous legacy as inseparable from Pushkin’s. Thus his rejection of monumentalism and

"1 will note that Chukovsky uses a cliché here in referring to Pushkin’s “luminous name”
[cBeTnmoe ums]; Sandler points out that this epithet contributes to the Pushkin myth as early as the
nineteenth century (Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin, 10). However, it is possible that he uses
this term ironically in order to ridicule those who contributed to Pushkin’s bureaucratization by
using such clichés.

8 Stephanie Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin: Russia’s Myth of a National Poet (Stanford, CA:
Stanford University Press, 2004), 10.
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bureaucratization applies to his own legacy as well. Mayakovsky’s deep-seated anxiety about his

own posthumous biography is intertwined in his poetry with Pushkin’s own legacy.

It is as though Mayakovsky knew that only he and Pushkin could share the same fates of
monumentalism and bureaucratization. How fitting that Soviet-era articles written about both
Mayakovsky and Pushkin, including Chukovsky’s “Two Poets,” contribute to these very
processes. Innokentii Oksenov’s article “Mayakovsky and Pushkin” (1937), the most intensive
Soviet-era study of Pushkin’s influence on Mayakovsky | have found, belongs to this same
group. In this case, the bureaucratization of the two poets’ legacies takes the form of their
canonization as proto-Socialist Realist writers. Oksenov begins with a tack similar to
Chukovsky’s, describing Pushkin’s adoption as the emasculated figurehead of aristocratic culture
in the late Tsarist era, this time in explicitly political terms:

At that time (1912), Pushkin was one of the invulnerable strongholds jealously guarded

by the societal opinion of the ruling class. Depending on necessity, Pushkin was proposed

at times as an evangelist of “pure art,” at other times as a representative of “ideal”
poetry—*ideal,” of course, within bourgeois-liberal (in the best case) frames. [...] in the
pre-Revolutionary epoch there still existed the canonized image of the official Pushkin,
the Pushkin of cheap “popular” and lubok-style volumes, whom the state autocratic
bureaucracy considered to be “their own” poet.®
While Chukovsky objects to representations of Pushkin that reduce his impact and potency,
Oksenov rejects the aristocracy’s characterization of Pushkin as the pure aesthete, the poet’s
poet, the enemy of socially and politically driven art, and, finally, the phony canonical image of
Pushkin endorsed by the Tsarist state. Though it may be true that the pre-Revolutionary Russian

intelligentsia downplayed Pushkin’s political existence and poetic innovation, Oksenov creates a

new problem by proceeding too far in the opposite direction.

% Innokentii Oksenov, “Maiakovskii i Pushkin,” in Pushkin: Vremennik Pushkinskoi komissii.
(Moskva: Akademiia nauk SSSR, 1937), 291.
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Oksenov goes on to argue that Pushkin remains Russia’s national poet because of his

dedication to Realism, a line which, according to Oksenov, Mayakovsky follows in his own
poetry:
In all discussions about the paths of the development of our Socialist Realist poetry, as
soon as we talk about legacy, the names of Pushkin and Mayakovsky emerge as the
primary ones, those that define the direction of the work of Soviet poets. The mutual
closeness of these two names most valuable to us is defined not only by the fact that
Mayakovsky gave examples in his work of the deepest and most correct understanding of
Pushkinian traditions, but also by the fact that Mayakovsky’s historical meaning for the
development of Socialist Realist poetry is largely analogous to Pushkin’s meaning for the
development of Russian Realist poetry of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.*©
Oksenov’s argument contributes to the bureaucratization of both poets’ legacies by reducing the
complexity of their works. Can we really define Realism as the central characteristic of
Pushkin’s poetry? Ivan Vinogradov takes a similar tack in his article “Pushkin’s Path to
Realism” [«IIyTs Ilymikuna k peanusmy»] (1934), when he states that “the question of Pushkin’s
Realism is actually the question of Pushkin’s entire creative path.”*! | argue that this definition is
yet another example of the phenomenon Boym describes as the metaphorical death of the poet’s
process of self-creation.
In his unconventional and controversial critical work Strolls with Pushkin (1968), Abram
Terts describes Pushkin’s “Realism” in a much different light than Oksenov and Vinogradov,
characterizing it as only one aspect of his prolific facility for poetic play:

Pushkin’s late loquacity has been regarded as Realism. He defined it in a different way.

My tongue is my enemy: all lies within its reach,
It’s used to jabbering away about everything!

This chatter suggested, in the context of his general urbanity of tone, an invariable

10 Ibid., 303-304.
11 Tvan Vinogradov, “Put’ Pushkina k realizmu,” in Literaturnoe nasledstvo: A.S. Pushkin
(Moskva, Zhurnal’no-gazetnoe ob”edinenie, 1934), 49.
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lowering of speech into the sphere of personal affairs, which are thus dragged out into the
open with all of their domestic clutter and everyday junk. This is where realism
came from. But this same chatter excluded any serious or lingering familiarity with
reality, which the author dismissed with his compliments and, blowing kisses
along the way, rushed further on to squash flies. You won’t ask of Pushkin’s realism:
And where is serfdom shown in your work? And where did you mislay the famous tenth
chapter of Eugene Onegin? He always cops out: “I was just joking.”*2

Terts obviously has Soviet critics like Oksenov and Vinogradov in mind when describing Realist
interpretations of Pushkin’s works. He sees beyond the official gloss of Pushkin’s
bureaucratization to find the poet beneath. Terts’s project goes beyond returning complexity and
nuance to Pushkin’s legacy: it rejects the state-sponsored narrative of Pushkin’s life and work
established through bureaucratization. In manipulating the poet’s legacy to suit its own needs,
the state revises the memory of the poet in the collective national consciousness. After the poet’s
death, the memory of others becomes the means by which he attains immortality. Once this
memory is transformed by outside forces, the character of the poet’s legacy changes entirely. It is
this altered memory that Mayakovsky fears and fights against.

Both Oksenov and Vinogradov contribute to the state-sanctioned manipulation of
Pushkin’s legacy. Their articles were written in the early 1930s, when Socialist Realism was
quickly becoming the only acceptable form of artistic expression. Condemning or abandoning
the two most popular poets in Russian literary history would likely have been unfavorable for the
party’s image. Instead, Socialist Realist critics altered these poets’ narratives in order to fit the

Socialist Realist paradigm. These critics foreground the so-called “realistic” aspects of Pushkin

and Mayakovsky’s works in their treatments of the poets’ output in this period. As Terts shows

12 Abram Terts, Progulki s Pushkinym (London, Overseas Publications Interchange, 1975), 84.
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in Strolls with Pushkin, this critical focus distorts not only the poet’s work, but also his artistic

individuality—what makes Pushkin Pushkin.

Terts—in reality Andrei Siniavskii—composed Strolls with Pushkin via letters to his wife
while imprisoned in a labor camp, and it was only published abroad under his pseudonym after
his release from the camp.®® Considering the conditions under which it was written and the delay
of its publication in the Soviet Union until 1989, its depiction of a complex, paradoxical, living
Pushkin was more than simply controversial.** It undermined the foundation on which the Soviet
state had built its literary culture: veneration of Pushkin the Revolutionary, the People’s Poet, the
Realist. At the same time, the work upholds the idea that the poet’s artistic freedom is
paramount—not only freedom of poetic play as described by Svetlana Boym, but also the poet’s
freedom from the stifling forces of bureaucracy and censorship. Both Pushkin and Mayakovsky
struggled against these forces during their lifetimes. Their posthumous legacies further reflect the
tension between autonomy and unfreedom. In the second chapter of this dissertation, I will
connect the poet’s coveted freedom from the stagnation of bureaucracy to the concept of “secret
freedom” (tainaia svoboda) as presented in Blok’s speech “On the Poet’s Purpose” [«O
HaszHaueHnuu mostax] (1921) and discuss this concept within the context of Mayakovsky’s many
attempts to revitalize Pushkin’s legacy through poetry.

Mayakovsky’s conception of the poet’s secret freedom is essential to his mission. | define
Mayakovsky’s secret freedom as the primacy of the Word, of poetic innovation, even in the face

of the ossifying literary milieu of the late 1920s. Mayakovsky sees himself and Pushkin as

13 Michel Aucouturier, “Vtoroi sud nad Abramom Tertsem,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly, 26 July
2019, http://sites.utoronto.ca/tsg/15/aucouturierl5.shtml.
14 Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin, 302.


http://sites.utoronto.ca/tsq/15/aucouturier15.shtml
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champions of the literary Word. Mayakovsky views poetry as a means of immortality, hence the

Word itself is the remedy for the death of the poet’s legacy. Mayakovsky strives to maintain the
freedom of the Word for himself and Pushkin in perpetuity in order to ensure their immortality.
Mayakovsky’s fear of death, his anxiety about his own legacy, and his desire for resurrection are
key to my argument. | intend to show that Mayakovsky believed that he and Pushkin would
share the same posthumous fate of bureaucratization and attempted to escape it by “resurrecting”
his predecessor through immortal poetry as he one day hoped to be resurrected himself.

Critically Framing Mayakovsky’s Struggle for Poetic Immortality

Death abounds in Mayakovsky’s poetry—especially the suicides of his poetic personae.
His frequent use of suicidal imagery is central to Roman Jakobson’s article “On a Generation
that Squandered Its Poets” [«O mokoseHuu, pacTparusiieM cBoux mo3tos»] (1930). Jakobson
provides many examples of such imagery from throughout Mayakovsky’s oeuvre, then remarks
that as the result of the poet’s actual suicide, the question of suicide loses its “literariness”—

literaturnost’—a reference to his own early Formalist criticism.'®> According to Jakobson, the

theme of suicide in Mayakovsky’s poetry ceases to be purely a literary device and becomes
literature of fact—literatura fakta. The contrast between these two concepts, one from early
Formalist criticism and the other from the LEF period of the 1920s, highlights a major shift in
Jakobson’s thinking during this period. For him, the Formalists’ initial rejection of the context of
a literary work and the author’s biography was no longer relevant in the aftermath of

Mayakovsky’s suicide.

15 Roman Jakobson, “O pokolenii, rastrativshem svoikh poetov,” in Vladimir Maiakovskii.
Rokovoi vystrel, ed. Leonid Katsis (Moskva: ACT, 2018), 401.
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Mayakovsky’s biography becomes paramount to Jakobson in the context of the poet’s

death. Jakobson explicitly pinpoints Mayakovsky’s real-life preoccupation with death and
resurrection as a biographical fact essential to a thorough understanding of his poetry. | believe
that this aspect of Jakobson’s article illustrates the insufficiency of Formalist criticism to
adequately explain the nuances of Mayakovsky’s works. Though I will incorporate some
Formalist criticism into my arguments, my approach, which incorporates biographical details and
anecdotes from Mayakovsky’s life, theories of poetry, and close reading, treats Formalist
criticism as important groundwork for larger questions that have remained unanswered. What
does Mayakovsky’s use of Pushkinian metaphors—particularly the monument—show about his
relationship with Pushkin’s legacy? What does Pushkin’s presence in Mayakovsky’s poetry
show about the troubled poet’s psychology? How does Mayakovsky attempt to overcome his
anxiety about death through poetry? I intend to address these questions over the course of this
project.

In his monograph Writing as Exorcism: The Personal Codes of Pushkin, Lermontov, and
Gogol, llya Kutik presents a method by which the critic can, in the light of relevant biographical
details, “decode” a poet’s writings to reveal his or her underlying preoccupations and anxieties.
According to Kutik, the poet’s struggle with the legacy of his successor can occur on a coded
level. Lermontov’s relationship with Pushkin, his immediate predecessor in the line of great
Russian poets, exemplifies this phenomenon:

[...] in Lermontov’s case, as in any genuine one, succession does not mean parroting.

Quite the opposite, it rather means repulsion: the desire to demonstrate that he as an

author is different. In relation to Pushkin, Lermontov did not leave any statement

comparable to his famous poetic one about Byron (“No, [ am not Byron, [ am
different...”), but his mental “duel” with Pushkin’s fame, the struggle for his own
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“difference,” occurred, I believe on a coded level.'®

The “mental duel” Kutik describes is fought between a poet and his immediate successor. Is it
possible to apply the same critical approach to Pushkin and Mayakovsky, poets separated by an
entire century? I argue that Mayakovsky’s particular relationship with Pushkin demands such an
interpretation. However, being separated by several literary generations, Mayakovsky’s desire is
not, as in Lermontov’s case, for “repulsion” against Pushkin’s legacy, but rather the opposite.
Tynianov addresses a similar phenomenon through his concept of “deviation” (otkhod)
from previous poetic traditions as described in Interlude [«[TpomexxyTox»] (1924): “In its
deviations, the twentieth century clings to the poetic culture of the nineteenth century,
instinctively trying to succeed it; poems smooth over their guilt before their ancestors. We are
still apologizing to the nineteenth century.”’ Tynianov goes on to assert that, despite its
instinctive deference toward the nineteenth century, the twentieth century emulates the
eighteenth century more strongly and directly: “But in the meantime, the leap has already been
made, and we sooner resemble our grandfathers than the fathers who fought with them.”8
Mayakovsky’s poetry adheres to Tynianov’s characterization in some respects.
Mayakovsky’s grand epic ethos as presented in poems like 150 Million hearkens back to the
panegyric odes of the Russian eighteenth century. Even when Mayakovsky writes about the
personal and individual, he elevates them to the heights of epic universal struggle. However, it

would be inaccurate to argue that Mayakovsky’s embrace of certain eighteenth-century

16 Ilya Kutik, Writing as Exorcism: The Personal Codes of Pushkin, Lermontov, and Gogol
(Evanston, Northwestern University Press, 2005), 40.

1 Turii Tynianov, “Promezhutok,” in Tynianov lu. N.: Poetika. Istoriia literatury. Kino, ed. B. A.
Kaverin and A. S. Miasnikov (Mosvka: Nauka, 1977),
http://philologos.narod.ru/tynyanov/pilk/ist18.htm.

18 Ibid.
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aesthetics disqualifies him from identifying with Pushkin on a more intimate level than any other

poet. After all, Pushkin himself was not purely a poet of the Romantic nineteenth century. He
existed in a transitional period between the two literary epochs, between classicism and
Romanticism. Perhaps the coexistence of both the epic and lyrical impulse within Pushkin made
him all the more attractive to Mayakovsky as a literary father figure. Mayakovsky prided himself
on inhabiting multiple lyric personas, and he recognized Pushkin as a kindred spirit in this
respect.

Unlike his contemporaries, Mayakovsky viewed Pushkin as his equal. The Symbolists
held Pushkin up as a kind of poetic ideal to emulate and, as I will illustrate in my second chapter,
a symbol of the poet’s “secret freedom”—the autonomy that protects the poet from the influence
of the mob. The Acmeists found in Pushkin a model for purity and simplicity in poetry.
Mayakovsky, particularly in his later poetry, presents Pushkin as a poetic innovator on a par with
the Futurists and, in “The Jubilee Poem,” presents him as a member of the leftist avant-garde. It
is for this reason that, in terms of the poet’s legacy, we see more in common between
Mayakovsky and Pushkin than we do between Mayakovsky and any of the Symbolist poets.
Although Mayakovsky’s poetry was influenced by the foremost poetic figures of the Symbolist
movement—particularly Valerii Briusov, Andrei Bely, and Aleksandr Blok—there existed
between the Futurist and Symbolist movements a kind of sibling rivalry that prevented
meaningful dialogue between them.'® For Mayakovsky, the Symbolists represented a different,
pre-Revolutionary, decadent world, despite the fact that Blok, Bely, and Briusov all wrote in

support of the Revolution. Pushkin, however, transcends both time and literary movements to

191 thank my advisor, Clare Cavanagh, for suggesting to me this interpretation of the tension
between the Symbolists and the Futurists.
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appear in Mayakovsky’s poetry as an interlocutor on equal footing with his poetic personae. The

main reason for this affinity is that Mayakovsky sees himself in Pushkin: his own fears,
insecurities, and obsessions are reflected back at him through the legacy of Russia’s national
poet.

The current study is not the first to address correspondences between Pushkin and
Mayakovsky’s works and legacies. In The Unlikely Futurist: Pushkin and the Invention of
Originality in Russian Modernism, James Rann addresses several of the works and themes that |
present in subsequent chapters of this dissertation, including Mayakovsky’s attitude toward his
predecessor in “The Jubilee Poem,” his engagement with Pushkin’s myth of the destructive
statue, and his profound discomfort with the traditional monument as a path to immortality. Rann
aptly characterizes the Futurists’ attitude toward Pushkin as that of a “stowaway on the
steamship of modernity”—despite their intention to discard old world literature and create a new
modern literature out of whole cloth, they allow Pushkin to come along for the ride and, in
Mayakovsky’s case, eventually adopt him as a fellow Futurist.?° Rann’s work provides a
valuable study of the Futurists’ attitudes toward Pushkin and gives much insight into
Mayakovsky’s relationship with his greatest predecessor. My in-depth study of Mayakovsky’s
poems, especially my focus on Mayakovsky’s use of poetic meter, deepens and complicates
some of Rann’s arguments, as | will prove in the chapters that follow.

Harold Bloom’s poetic theory of “the anxiety of influence” addresses the question of the
poet’s legacy from a Freudian perspective. Bloom characterizes the duel between the forefather

poet and his descendant as a kind of “compulsion neurosis,” an intense degree of “ambivalence”

20 James Rann, The Unlikely Futurist: Pushkin and the Invention of Originality in Russian
Modernism (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 2020), 16.
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from which “rises a pattern of saving atonement which [...] becomes a quasi-ritual that

determines the succession of phases in the poetic life-cycle of strong makers.”?! For
Mayakovsky—who, I would argue, certainly belongs under the heading of a “strong” poet— the
“compulsion” often takes the form of a thematic dialogue with Pushkin. In this sense,
Mayakovsky’s obsessive poetic tendencies are in line with Bloom’s theory. However, my
interpretation of Mayakovsky’s relationship with his greatest predecessor differs from Bloom’s
ideas in several essential ways.

Bloom’s theory of poetry is concerned with British poets. According to him, “British
poets swerve from their precursors.”?? Can the same be said of Russian poets? Perhaps Bloom’s
argument accurately describes Lermontov’s struggle for difference against Pushkin’s legacy.
However, in the case of Mayakovsky and Pushkin, the question is not of the later poet’s
deviation from his ancestor, but of the later poet bringing his ancestor into his own Modern
context on an equal footing as a friend and colleague. Bloom’s theory does not allow for such a
state of affairs: the Freudian struggle of father-precursor versus son-descendant precludes it. On
the subject of the poet’s mortality, Bloom argues that “the later poets, confronting the imminence
of death, work to subvert the immortality of their precursors, as though any one poet’s afterlife
could be metaphorically prolonged at the expense of another’s.”?® Mayakovsky’s psychology is
not that of a son seeking to destroy his father, but of a son frantically trying to resurrect his

poetic father and thereby secure immortality for himself as well. This psychology gradually

21 Harold Bloom, The Anxiety of Influence: A Theory of Poetry (New York, Oxford University
Press, 1973), 66.

22 1bid., 68.

23 Ibid., 151.
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appears in Mayakovsky’s poetry as early as 1913, revealing itself only when certain poems are

read through the lens of Mayakovsky’s profoundly personal Pushkinian code.

Lawrence Lipking explores the complex relationship between the deceased poet and his
successor in a different way in The Life of the Poet: Beginning and Ending Poetic Careers. Like
Bloom, he defines stages of the poet’s work as it relates to the poet’s life. However, Lipking’s
approach is not to create a model of the poet’s life cycle based on psychological principles but to
identify the ways in which poets define their careers through their poems: “The poet who claims
to have entered a new stage of life brings a witness who cannot lie: the evidence of the poems.
The poems themselves, above all, declare the life of the poet.”?* The most important of these
poetic stages for the present study is that of the tombeau—a work in which the living poet
eulogizes his predecessor while also remaining obedient to the demands of his own art:

The tomb of the poet is built by other poets; their verses take him in. They may also make

him unrecognizable. Every tombeau represents a collaboration between two poets, the

dead and the living, and the interests of the two do not necessarily coincide. The dead
poet demands tribute, the living must look to his own art. To some extent these
alternatives are posed by the very word tomb, which can stand either for the burial place
or for the monument erected over it. Poets may try to design their own memorials, but all
they can be sure of is the body of their work; the monument, the way the work will be
remembered, must be left to other hands. Very quickly the poet ceases to control his
fate.?

Lipking aptly identifies the connection between the deceased poet’s legacy and its

monumentalization. He does not identify this monumentalization as a force that the living poet is

compelled to fight against. Perhaps this is due to the inevitability of the phenomenon he

describes—all poets must die. The process of monumentalization feared by Mayakovsky,

24 Lawrence Lipking, The Life of the Poet: Beginning and Ending Poetic Careers (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1981), ix.
25 |bid., 139.
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however, is a fate worse than death. It is ultimate stagnation, a death without the possibility of

resurrection.

Lipking’s study does not address Russian or Soviet writers. All poets are concerned with
the survival of their poetic legacies, but the Russian poet’s obsession is especially potent, as
indicated by each major Russian poet’s rewriting of the Horatian monument ode, from
Lomonosov to the poets of the twentieth century. For Mayakovsky, who considered it part of his
poetic mission to oppose the stagnation of the poet’s legacy, the poet’s inevitable loss of control
of that legacy is a matter of great anxiety. This explains Mayakovsky’s many poems throughout
his career devoted to Pushkin or Pushkinian themes, which unite the two poets’ legacies. Instead
of placing a stately monumental tomb atop Pushkin’s poetic legacy, Mayakovsky seeks to create
a living monument to Pushkin through his verse. Instead of marking the death of the poet,
Mayakovsky attempts to give the dead poet new life. Though Lipking’s concept of the tombeau
certainly resonates with Mayakovsky’s many invocations of Pushkin, the word itself—"“tomb”—
cannot apply. In this case, the verses of the living poet do not seek to build the tomb—they seek
to destroy it.

Mayakovsky’s struggle against the stagnation of Pushkin’s legacy relies on several
different ways of summoning the poet. The earliest and least direct of these is the transplantation
of certain themes from Pushkin’s Romantic context into Mayakovsky’s Futurist context. One of
the earliest examples arises in Mayakovsky’s Cubo-Futurist drama Vladimir Mayakovsky: A
Tragedy [«Bnamumup Masikosckuii: Tparequs»] (1913), one of his many renditions of the Poet-
Prophet topos. In Pushkin’s foremost exemplar of this theme, “The Prophet” [«IIpopok»] (1828),
a seraph violently kills the poetic persona and transforms him into a supernatural being capable

of “burning people’s hearts with the Word,” thus resurrecting him. As in Pushkin’s poem,
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Mayakovsky’s poetic persona is a prophet who wanders over land and sea in order to inspire the

masses with his feats of superhuman poetic power. In spite of his efforts to liberate a group of
grotesque city dwellers from their suffering, the poetic persona is driven away by precisely those
people he had intended to help. He then undergoes a kind of suicidal martyrdom as he “leaves
shred after shred of his soul on the spears of houses.”?® The coexistence of the Pushkinian theme
of the Poet-Prophet and the Mayakovskian themes of suicide and physical mutation in this play
presents the earliest (and therefore vaguest) manifestation of a connection that can be found
throughout Mayakovsky’s work. As Mayakovsky’s poetic career advances and his poetic
persona becomes more psychologically developed, his thematic dialogue with Pushkin becomes
more sophisticated.

Many of the poems | address in this study contain explicit invocations of Pushkin. Some
of Mayakovsky’s poetic personae call Pushkin by name, thus bringing his shade into the world of
the poem. In other poems, Mayakovsky’s lyrical persona takes a more radical tack, addressing
the national bard directly in his preferred metrical idiom—the iamb. Mayakovsky makes use of
traditional versification in a number of poems throughout his oeuvre. His earliest Cubo-Futurist
poems contain both traditional meters and regular rhyme schemes. One of the best examples of
his early use of iambs is the short marine-urban lyric “The Port” [«ITopT»] (1912):

[TpocTriHM BOJ TI0/1 OPIOXOM OBLIH.

Wx pBan Ha BOJIHBI Oemblii 3y0.

bou1 Bo#t TpyObI — Kak OyaTO MK

TM000BH M TOXOTHh MEJIBIO TPYO.

HpI/I)KaIII/ICB JIOOKH B JIKOJIBKaX BXOJOB

K COCLIaM KEJIE3HBIX MaTEepeH.
B ymax oryoxmmx napoxoioB

26 Vladimir Mayakovsky, Vladimir Mayakovsky: Tragediia, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v
trinadtsati tomakh T. 1 (Moskva: GIKhL, 1955), 170.
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ropeny cepbru aKopeit.?’

[Bed sheets of water beneath a belly. / A white tooth ripped them into waves. / The howl
of a funnel—as if were pouring / love and lust through the funnel’s copper. / In the
cradles of inlets boats nestled / against the breasts of their iron mothers. In the ears of
deaf steamships / burned the earrings of anchors.]
Although this poem is in Pushkin’s favored meter of iambic tetrameter with a regular aBaBcDcD
rhyme scheme, it is impossible to make any kind of meaningful connection to Pushkin based on
this fact alone. I do not argue that every single instance of iambic meter in Mayakovsky’s poetry
is part of a dialogue with Pushkin: iambic meter has been frequently used by Russian poets from
the eighteenth century to today. However, there are certain instances in which Mayakovsky’s use
of iambs is inseparable from certain Pushkinian themes. Mayakovsky’s partially or fully iambic
poems on the themes of the monument and the living statue fit within this pattern. They are also
the most revealing with respect to the poet’s anxieties about his posthumous legacy.

In his article “How Are Verses Made?” [«Kak nenats cruxu?»] (1926), Mayakovsky
asserts not only that he attaches no significant meaning to his use of traditional versification, but
that he cannot even tell the difference between an iamb and a trochee:

I’'m speaking honestly. I know neither iambs nor trochees, never distinguished between

them and never will. Not because it’s a difficult thing to do, but because I have never had

to deal with such things in my poetic work. If fragments of such meters are to be found,
then they are simply recorded by ear, like such clichéd motifs are very often encountered,
along the lines of “Down Along the Mother Volga.”?®

As Mayakovsky’s life and work is rife with contradictions, such a statement from him is not

surprising. Mayakovsky frequently made statements about himself and his poetry that defied

single straightforward explanations. There also may have been a political explanation for his

27 1bid., 36.
28 Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Kak delat’ stikhi?,” in PSS, T. 12, 86.
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denial of traditional poetic meter. By the time he wrote this article in the mid-Twenties,

Mayakovsky had already distanced himself considerably from lyric poetry, emphasizing instead
journalistic verse that commented on the political developments of the day. His rejection of the
importance of traditional versification in his work could have been a pointed statement on his
dissociation from the lyric, intended to signal that Mayakovsky was, first and foremost, a
proponent of revolutionary poetic language, and therefore a loyal servant of the Revolution.
Michael Wachtel makes note of the ways in which Mayakovsky’s use of iambic meter
belies such statements. In The Development of Russian Verse, Wachtel shows that versification
carries thematic associations in the Russian tradition. He makes special note of Mayakovsky’s
use of iambic meter in “An Extraordinary Adventure that Befell Vladimir Mayakovsky in
Summer at the Dacha” [«HeoObr4aiiHoe npukitoUeHue, ObiBiee ¢ Biaagumupom MasikOBCKUM
netoM Ha gade»] (1920) and “The Jubilee Poem,” arguing that Mayakovsky actually did
recognize the semantic associations of meter and incorporates the iamb to subvert the tragic
Pushkinian theme of the destructive statue as found in The Bronze Horseman [«Memaubrii
Bcagank»] (1833), The Stone Guest [«Kamernnsiit rocts»] (1830), and a number of other works?®:
This is one of the numerous ways in which Mayakovsky takes potentially serious (and
traditionally tragic) situations from Pushkin’s works and turns them upside-down, into
scenes of utter harmony. | would emphasize that these allusions are both semantic and
metrical. The fact that Mayakovsky is using his sources parodically in no way lessens

their significance. Indeed, his dependence on the tradition proves to be no less than that
of Pushkin.*

2% See Roman Jakobson’s article “The Statue in Pushkin’s Poetic Mythology” [«CTaTys B
nosTudeckoit Mudosorun [Tymkuna»] (1937).

30 Michael Wachtel, The Development of Russian Verse: Meter and Its Meanings (Cambridge,
UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 13.
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Wachtel’s analysis of Mayakovsky’s iambs in these poems as an affirming reinterpretation of

Pushkin’s destructive theme is certainly correct, but | believe that this phenomenon warrants
further discussion. Why did Mayakovsky turn the myth of the destructive statue on its head in
“An Extraordinary Adventure...” and “The Jubilee Poem”? I argue that this subversion was a
psychological necessity for Mayakovsky.

Statues that come alive in Pushkin’s oeuvre cause death. The statue of the Commander in
The Stone Guest drags Don Juan to Hell, and the statue of Peter the Great in The Bronze
Horseman drives Evgenii to madness, and, ultimately, to his death. In contrast, Mayakovsky’s
parallels to these statues, the Sun and Opekushin’s personified monument to Pushkin, are the
means through which the poet’s life and work is validated through a connection between the later
poet and his predecessor. In “An Extraordinary Adventure...,” Mayakovsky’s poetic persona
complains to the personified Sun, who has been interpreted as a metaphor for Pushkin, as
Wachtel reminds us: “After all, since his death, Pushkin was constantly referred to as the ‘sun of
Russian poetry.”®! Pushkin is even invoked indirectly in the beginning of the poem: the village
in which Mayakovsky’s dacha is located is called Pushkino. In the context of the poem’s iambic
meter, the village’s name is a clue to the Sun’s hidden identity.

The friendship that develops between the personified Sun and Mayakovsky’s poetic
persona presents us with even more clues as to the encoded meaning of the poem. When the
persona says that he is tired of slaving away on posters for ROSTA, the Sun provides
encouragement, comparing his own difficult work of shining forth light to the poet’s work of

composing verses. The Sun and the poet become friends and form a kind of dynamic duo,

%1 1bid.
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fighting against “the wall of shadows, / the prison of nights” like a “double-barreled shotgun of

suns.”®2 Mayakovsky perceived himself throughout his career as a profoundly misunderstood
poet and craved the validation and support of other poets. In eliciting the approval of Pushkin—
the “Sun of Russian poetry”—Mayakovsky assures himself that his poetic labor, thankless as it
may be at times, is necessary. His use of iambs in these poems is a manifestation of his poetic
partnership with Pushkin through which his own existence as a poet is justified.

Unlike the Sun poem, “The Jubilee Poem” largely consists of Mayakovsky’s
characteristic accentual verse. Nevertheless, the poem represents yet another poetic partnership
between Mayakovsky and Pushkin. In the poem, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona addresses a
monologue to Opekushin’s monument to Pushkin, across from which Mayakovsky predicted his
own monument would stand. The speaker drags Pushkin from his pedestal, and instead of
seeking validation from his predecessor, the poetic persona criticizes the treatment of Pushkin’s
legacy, remarking to Pushkin’s likeness that perhaps only he is “really sorry / that today / you are
no longer with us.”*® Mayakovsky rejects the official version of Pushkin’s legacy that prevailed
from the late nineteenth century onward.

By so strongly identifying with the “living” Pushkin instead of the poet’s
monumentalized likeness, Mayakovsky reveals his fears surrounding his own posthumous
legacy. The idea of being “mummified” through the process of monumentalization and
bureaucratization repulses him. Thus, “The Jubilee Poem” ends with a powerful affirmation of

life, echoing the optimistic ending of the Sun poem: “I hate / every kind of dead meat! / I love /

32 V1adimir Mayakovsky, “Neobychainoe prikliuchenie, byvshee s Vladimirom Maiakovskim
letom na dache,” in PSS, T. 2, 38.
3 Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoe,” in PSS, T. 6, 51.
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every kind of life!”** The final lines also anticipate the admonishing tone of the end of his poem

“To Sergei Esenin” [«Cepreto Ecennny»] (1926), in which Mayakovsky patronizingly responds
to the text of Esenin’s suicide note, declaring that “In this life / to die / is easy. / To make life / is
much harder.”®® Mayakovsky presents the same response to both his fear of the posthumous
ossification of his legacy and his anxiety about suicide: he attempts to stave off these outcomes
by projecting his characteristic grandiose positivity. Ultimately, these efforts are unsuccessful.

The monument as the poet’s immortality is the focus of Mayakovsky’s coded dialogue
with Pushkin in accentual verse as well as in iambs. The foremost exemplar of the monumental
theme in Russian poetry, Pushkin’s Horatian ode “I erected a monument to myself not made by
human hands...” [«f] mamsTHUK ceOe BO3ABUT HEPYKOTBOPHBIH. ..»] (1836), serves as
Mayakovsky’s jumping-off point for his own poems on similar themes. Much of this dialogue
takes place indirectly, without Mayakovsky’s poetic persona even calling Pushkin by name.
Several later poems fall into this category, including those in which the poetic persona presents a
kind of “anti-monument” that combats the stagnation and death of the conventional bronze or
marble monument.

Mayakovsky’s reversal of the Pushkinian monumental theme highlights his
preoccupation with the finality of death: monumental stasis signifies an ending, a silencing. His
inversion of the monumental theme is intended to undo this fatal stasis. How, specifically, are
Mayakovsky’s reinvented monuments meant to fight against death? They are part of the poet’s
individual immortalization program, his pathway to ensuring resurrection for himself and for

Pushkin.

34 Ibid., 56.
% Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Sergeiu Eseninu,” in PSS, T. 7, 105.
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In Abolishing Death: A Salvation Myth of Russian Twentieth-Century Literature, lrene

Masing-Delic describes the evolution of Russian literary conceptions of immortality from the
turn of the century through 1930. She argues that certain works of this period present what she
calls an “immortalization program,” a plan for salvation from death and the creation of a
materialistic “heaven” on earth.*® Masing-Delic does not present Mayakovsky’s poetry as a focus
of her study, as his works do not fit comfortably within the parameters she designates for her
analysis. However, I argue that the poetic personae of a number of Mayakovsky’s poems present
an idiosyncratic personal program of immortalization. The central requirement of this program is
that conventional stagnant, tomb-like monuments in honor of culturally significant figures be
destroyed and replaced with completely new monuments that will ensure the future resurrection
of their subjects.

Mayakovsky’s particular immortalization plan is predicated on the official Marxist-
Leninist conception of immortality, which, as noted by Masing-Delic’s citation of the Atheistic
Dictionary, can be found in “the preservation of the results of human activity.”®’ In this
understanding of immortality, the workers who build a factory live on after death through the
remembrance of their labor and the factory’s continued operation. While this type of immortality
seemingly precludes the possibility of personal physical immortality, some writers, Mayakovsky
included, manipulated the official definition of life after death to fit their own particular
concerns. Masing-Delic describes a prevalent unofficial version of Soviet immortality that makes
physical resurrection theoretically possible in the future:

In fact, the official Marxist-Leninist definition of immortality as remembered deeds does

% Irene Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death: A Salvation Myth of Russian Twentieth-Century
Literature (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1992), 21.
7 1bid., 5.
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not really contradict the unofficial vision of future physical immortality, created by and
for mankind. For great deeds not only immortalize those who perform them, creating
mnemonic immortality in the traditional sense, but also leave concrete traces in reality.
[...] The more valuable the activity, the deeper the imprints, and no imprints or traces of
deeds ever disappear completely, matter being eternal and indestructible. The Marxist-
Leninist can therefore argue that the material remnants of creative activity contain
material particles of the deceased’s personality, which can be used in his or her eventual
reconstruction. Resurrecting the dead in the materialist way is a paleontological or
archeological process of sorts.*

This materialistic plan of resurrection, in contrast to the authorized Soviet definition of
immortality, allows for life after death on the individual level and in the saphysical sense.
According to this model, the workers who have built the factory not only live on symbolically
through the collective labor in which they were engaged, but they have left behind physical
traces during the construction process that might be used to resurrect them in the future.

Through his poetry, Mayakovsky proposes a similar conception of immortality as a
remedy for the stagnation of monumentalization. By advocating the destruction of conventional
monuments to cultural figures and rejecting their bureaucratized lifeless homunculi, Mayakovsky
attempts to ensure that the “real” versions of himself and Pushkin are resurrected in the future.
When the true essence of the poets is lost, the finality of their death remains a foregone
conclusion. I will analyze several of Mayakovsky’s poems in this project that make up the poet’s
individual immortalization program, including About This, To the Workers of Kursk, Vladimir
1l’ich Lenin, “Brooklyn Bridge” [«Bpyxmuuckuit moct»] (1925), and “To Comrade Nette,

Steamship and Human” [«ToBapumry Herre, mapoxoxy n uenosexy»] (1926). | will also argue

that Mayakovsky’s approach to future resurrection through poetry can be traced to Pushkin’s

% 1bid., 12.
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poetry, particularly the poem “To Ovid” [«K OBuauto»] (1821). Mayakovsky's preoccupation

with immortality through resurrection is intimately connected to his relationship with Pushkin.

Mayakovsky’s anti-monuments must meet certain requirements: they must be very large,
in order to correspond to Mayakovsky’s irrepressible hyperbolism and gigantism. They must be
manmade, preferably of metal, which in Mayakovsky’s poetry connotes cleanliness, efficiency,
and longevity and is the polar opposite of “marble slime”—Mayakovsky’s condemnation of the
conventional monument. Finally, they should either serve a practical industrial purpose or glorify
human industrial achievement in some way. This conception of the Horatian theme subverts that
of Pushkin’s monument “not made by human hands.” Instead of a metaphysical monument,
Mayakovsky’s persona presents various man-made metallic structures, which, as Masing-Delic
argues, “preserve [the] soul in matter,” thus ensuring the possibility of a literal personal
resurrection. The most salient of these anti-monuments include the Brooklyn Bridge in the titular
poem from Mayakovsky’s trip to the Americas in 1925 and the titular ship in “To Comrade
Nette, Steamship and Human.” In exploring each of these poems, I will use both close reading
and biographical details to trace Mayakovsky’s personal code as it relates to his anxieties about
the “monumentalization” of his own legacy.

In addition to the industrial anti-monument, Mayakovsky’s late poetry presents one more
type of anti-monument—perhaps the most powerful of all. The literary Word itself, free and
“resurrected,” withstands the death and decay of the poet’s posthumous monumentalization and
bureaucratization. In his early Formalist essay “The Resurrection of the Word” [«Bockperrenune
croBa»] (1914), Viktor Shklovsky describes the Futurists’ poetic project of reinvigorating “dead”
linguistic forms and thereby creating “living” words as the pioneering artistic achievement of the

time: “And right now, today, when the artist wants to deal with living forms and with a living
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word instead of a dead one, he, wishing to give it a face, breaks it apart and mangles it. The

‘spontaneous’ and ‘constructed’ words of the Futurists are born.”%

Shklovsky presents an early description of the literary device that would later become
estrangement (ostranenie) in his article “Art as Device” [« ckyccTBo Kak nprem»] (1917).
However, in Mayakovsky’s poetry, the concept of the literary Word appears not as an abstract
concept, but in the concrete form of verses and their components through the poet’s prolific use
of visualized metaphors. Through metaphor, poetry becomes lines of verse, which, in turn,
become weapons or a Roman aqueduct, as in At the Top of My Voice. Metaphorically realized as
such “long-lived” objects, the poet’s Word becomes a kind of time capsule propelling his
immortal legacy into the distant future. These metaphors present a compelling reworking of the
early Futurist and Formalist concepts of “the Word as such” and “the resurrection of the Word,”
concepts that stress the existence of literature as a self-sufficient phenomenon. In the context of
Mayakovsky’s body of work, in which the lyrical poetic impulse is often suppressed in favor of
the staunchly political, this harkening back to the origins of Futurism is remarkable.

Mayakovsky’s return to early Futurism and Formalism is not surprising when we
consider the realities of his life leading up to his suicide. Both his play The Bathhouse [«bansi»]
(1930) and his exhibition 20 Years of Work [«20 ner pabotsi»] (1930) were failures.
Mayakovsky had alienated many of his colleagues from LEF and Novyi LEF with his many

capitulations to the literary authorities, and even his friends wondered whether he was still

capable of writing poetry that could be true to the lyrical power of his best works. It was

39 Viktor Shklovsky, “Voskreshenie slova,” Petrozavodskii universitet web-laboratoriia instituta
philologii, Petrozavodskii Universitet, accessed November 13, 2021,
https://philolog.petrsu.ru/filolog/shklov.htm.
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precisely at this time that the question of his legacy must have weighed on his mind: how would

he be remembered by his country? In writing his unfinished narrative poem At the Top Of My
Voice, Mayakovsky asserts to his readers that no matter what else happens, his verse, a
manifestation of the living Word, will keep his legacy alive. Thus, the Formalist concept of the
vital self-sufficient Word becomes a new kind of physical monument through which
Mayakovsky attempts to gain immortality and rescue his legacy from stagnation.

The poems Mayakovsky left unfinished at the time of his suicide also present a clue to his
understanding of the living, resurrected Word and its significance for the survival of his legacy.
These poems are metrically significant: like several of the poems | have already discussed, they
are largely iambic. However, the iambs Mayakovsky uses in these poems differ essentially from
those in his earlier iambic poems. While the iambic sections of At the Top of My Voice are
reminiscent in form and content to the high-style panegyric odes of the early eighteenth century,
the iambs of the unfinished poems are more lyrical, corresponding to the genre of the
metaphysical ode. Like the poetic speaker in Lomonosov’s late contemplative odes, Mayakovsky
reflects on his own existence and on his place within the universe.

Pushkin’s Horatian ode also fits within the tradition of the metaphysical ode. Instead of
his usual iambic pentameter, Pushkin uses the Russian alexandrine form, the basis of which is
iambic verse of six feet per line. Wachtel notes that Pushkin’s use of the alexandrine in his late
work is explicitly connected to philosophical, metaphysical content.*> Mayakovsky adapts the
alexandrine to his own poetic idiom in the unfinished fragment “I know the power of words...”

[« 3naro cumy cimos...»] (1930). Being sensitive to the connotations of poetic meter,

40 Wachtel, The Development of Russian Verse, 254.
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Mayakovsky associated the alexandrine with Pushkin’s project of ensuring the immortality of his

creation and the vitality of the literary Word. Rather than metaphorically embodying the Word
within industrial structures to assure its longevity, he pairs his own version of the alexandrine
with his own decidedly Mayakovskian manifestation of the Christian concept of the Word as
flesh.

In Mayakovsky’s rewriting of the Gospel of John, the literary Word becomes “human in
lips, in soul, in its bones.”*! For Mayakovsky, who was obsessed with the concept of the
resurrection of the dead as a means for immortality, Shklovsky’s concept of “the resurrection of
the Word” takes on a new meaning: the resurrection of the flesh. Jakobson addresses
Mayakovsky’s belief in the future resurrection of the dead in “On a Generation...,” specifically
connecting it to the “materialistic mysticism” of nineteenth-century religious philosopher Nikolai
Fyodorov.*? In his collected works, released under the title of The Philosophy of the Common
Task [«Dunocodus obiero aena»] (1906—7, 1913), Fyodorov describes his vision for
mankind’s conquest over all nature and, ultimately, over death itself. Despite the stark
differences in Fyodorov and Mayakovsky’s personal ideologies, there are several points on
which the Russian Orthodox philosopher and the blasphemous atheist poet agree. As Masing-
Delic points out, Fyodorov’s ultimate task—to resurrect all of those who have died on earth in
order to bring about true brotherhood and harmony—has a distinctly Communist flair:
“...[Fyodorov’s task] also has a positivist and even Marxist flavor in its emphasis on immediate

and palpable change. Like these pragmatic ideologies, the Fyodorovian active liturgy ‘explains

41 Vladimir Mayakovsky, “Neokonchennoe,” in PSS, T. 10, 287.
42 Jakobson, “O pokolenii...,” in Vladimir Maiakovskii. Rokovoi vystrel, 395.
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the world’ only for the sake of changing it.”** Mayakovsky’s desire for immediate universal

harmony reveals itself in many of his poems. He and Fyodorov have this goal in common and
share a fascination with the resurrection of the flesh. One might view Mayakovsky as a
Fyodorovian disciple who, paradoxically, does not believe in God.

This ideological inheritance is not as strange as it seems, however. In Fyodorov’s
theology, it is not God who will resurrect the dead but humankind itself, following Christ’s
example. Christ’s Resurrection serves as the model for the task of universal resurrection that will
unite all of humanity: “Fyodorov’s Christ is not so much the Resurrected One, or the One who
resurrected himself, as the One who resurrected Lazarus to show how it is done.”** In
Mayakovsky’s poetic universe, his poetic personae are the Christ figures who attempt to
resurrect the dead—including his greatest predecessor, Pushkin—in order to “show how it is
done.” Following this example, Mayakovsky’s descendants will be able to resurrect him in the
distant future and free him from the bonds of “insidious passivity,” which Fyodorov, too, viewed
as the ultimate evil to be overcome.*

Still, Fyodorov’s theology precludes Mayakovsky’s images of a weak and impotent God
weeping pathetically in the heavens or a distant, ridiculous God glowering imperiously like Lev
Tolstoi.*® Masing-Delic argues that God is essential to the fulfillment of Fyodorov’s task despite
his conception of humankind overcoming death under its own power:

God’s role in the Task should not be downplayed. Not only is he the goal toward which

the Task is directed; he is also the guarantor of the kinship of all with all, crucial to the
Task. Without the Divine Father, loving brothers and sisters become a collective of

43 Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death, 77.

*4 Ibid., 85.

5 Ibid., 87.

%6 The poems I reference here are “And Yet” [«A Bce-Takm»] (1914) and “Petersburg Again”
[«Eme ITetrepOypr»] (1914).



comrades who are profoundly indifferent to each other and their dead ancestors, howev:;r6

vociferously they proclaim their solidarity.*’

Fyodorov believes that, while God may not physically resurrect humankind, he is the means by
which resurrected humanity will become whole again and through whom all suffering and
alienation will disappear. For Mayakovsky, this unifying force becomes poetry itself—the
literary Word.

In Mayakovsky’s metaphorical universe, the revitalization of the literary Word is
inseparable from the resurrection of the body—they are one and the same. The vitality of the
poet’s legacy exists not in the abstract but in a concrete physical sense. Thus, Mayakovsky’s
desire to shake off what he perceived as the corrupting chains of monumentalization and
bureaucratization is also a desire to overcome the physical reality of death. Mayakovsky’s use of
the alexandrine suggests that he viewed resurrection as a corollary to Pushkin’s concept of the
poet’s immortality. His poetic persona’s plea in About This [«IIpo sto»] (1923) that the Chemist
of the Future resurrect him must be taken literally:

Kpukny s

BOT C 3TOHN
C HBIHEIIHEH CTpaHUIIbI:
- He JTUCTal CTpaHuIb!
Bockpecu!*®
[I cry / from this / the present page: / Don’t turn the page! / Resurrect me!]
Ultimately, Mayakovsky’s attempts to revivify Pushkin’s legacy are yet another kind of

resurrection. He cannot hope to resurrect Pushkin in the physical sense, but he attempts to

achieve the next best thing: freeing Pushkin from his second death of monumentalization and

47 1bid., 77.
“8 Vladimir Mayakovsky, Pro eto, in PSS, T. 4, 182.
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bureaucratization. In the following chapters, 1 will examine the relationship between Pushkin and

Mayakovsky in depth and illustrate the specific ways in which Mayakovsky struggles to ensure

his ideal form of immortality for himself and his poetic father figure.
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Chapter 2: Secret Freedom, Unfreedom, and the Poet’s Autonomy

| have divided the present chapter into two parts: the first centers on Aleksandr Blok’s
understanding of Pushkin’s legacy and the malignant forces that threaten it. As one of
Mayakovsky’s foremost poetic interlocutors and a prolific Russian poet of the early twentieth
century, Aleksandr Blok presents a conception of Pushkin’s legacy with which Mayakovsky is in
constant dialogue. Blok and Mayakovsky’s respective characterizations of Pushkin’s legacy are
the focus of the first section of this chapter. In the second section, I discuss the demands placed
upon both Pushkin and Mayakovsky by their restrictive literary and political circles. | explore the
tension between the poet’s creative autonomy and the outside forces of society and the state
bureaucracy, which both Pushkin and Mayakovsky experienced acutely, particularly in the last
decade of their lives. These biographical similarities between the two poets lend more nuance to
the discussion of Mayakovsky’s intense kinship with his predecessor. Shklovsky’s “study of
unfreedom” provides further insight into the struggles faced by each poet, emphasizing why both

poets felt the need to look forward to their future monuments.

Blok, Mayakovsky, and the Pushkinian Concept of Secret Freedom

Blok places bureaucracy in direct conflict with the poet’s autonomy in his famous speech
“On the Poet’s Purpose” [«O Ha3nadenun mosta»] (1921), given on the eighty-fourth anniversary
of Pushkin’s death. Blok affirms that the poet’s highest responsibility is not to the mob, but to
what Blok calls his own “secret freedom” (tainaia svoboda), an explicit reference to Pushkin’s
early poem “To N. Ia. Pliuskovaia” [«K H. fI. [TnrockoBoii»] (1818):

Ha mupe ckpomHoi#t, 611aropoaHoi

3eMHBIX 0OOTr0OB S HE XBaJIUI
U cune B ropaoctu cBOOOIHOM
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Kagunom nectu He kaau.
CBo0Oojy mulIb y4acs ClIaBUTh,
Ctuxamu >KepTBYS JIMIIb €H,
S He poxaeH mapei 3a0aBUTh
CroiumnBoit My3010 MoeH.

[..]

JIxo6oBb u Taiinas CBoOoaa

Buymanu cepaily ruMH IpoCTO,

W HenoaxymnHeIi royoc Mou

bwu1 5x0 pycckoro Hapoz[a.49

[Upon my humble, noble lyre, / | did not praise the earthly gods / And power in its easy

pride / | flattered not with incense. / Learning only to glorify freedom, / Making offerings

of poetry to it alone, / | was not born to amuse the tsars / with my modest Muse. [...] Love
and secret Freedom / Instilled in my heart a simple hymn, / And my honest voice / was an
echo of the Russian people.]

Within this poem, Pushkin creates distance between the poet’s inner artistic will and the
designs of the outside world, the state in particular. The state, being separate from the poet’s
inspiration, comprises yet another part of the mob. The will of the mob and the will of the poet
are completely at odds with one another. Blok argues that Pushkin’s experience of the mob
remains true for the twentieth-century poet, and that the poet’s “secret freedom”—the sacred
boundary between the poet and the outside world— remains unchanged since Pushkin’s time.
For Blok, this freedom represents the essence of the poet’s legacy, which continues into the
present day. But what exactly is secret freedom, according to Blok? Most importantly, how does

Mayakovsky’s particular poetic approach to Pushkin’s legacy relate to Blok’s idea of secret

freedom?

49 Aleksandr Pushkin, “K N. Ia. Pliuskovoi,” in Sochineniia v trekh tomakh, T. 1 (Moskva:
Khudozhestvennaia literature, 1985), 192.



40
In order to define what the poet’s secret freedom entails, Blok incorporates an excerpt

from Pushkin’s poem “From Pindemonte” [«I3 ITunaemont»] (1836) into his speech:

...Huxomy
Otuéra He 1aBaTh, cede JIUIIb CaMOMY
Cay>KuTb M YrOXAaTh; Ul BIACTH, U1 JUBPEU
He rHyTh HM COBECTH, HU IIOMBICIIOB, HY ILIEH;
ITo mpuxoTH CBOEH CKUTATHCA 3AECh U TaM,
JluBsicb 60KECTBEHHBIM IPUPOJIBI KpacoTam,
W npen co3naHbIMU HCKYCCTB U BJIOXHOBEHbBS
Tpenema panocTHO B BOCTOPrax yMUJICHbS.
Bor cuactee! BoT mpaga. ..

[...To give no account / to anyone; oneself alone / to serve and please; not for power or a

uniform / to bend one’s conscience, thoughts, or neck; / On a whim to wander here and

there, / Wondering at the divine beauties of nature, / And before creations of art and

inspiration / Trembling joyfully in raptures of tenderness. / This is happiness! These the

rights...]
According to Pushkin, the poet must follow his Muse wherever it may take him, regardless of the
opinions of the mob. Though this approach may seem to portray secret freedom as a purely
private phenomenon, Blok argues the opposite. The poet’s personal artistic vision might belong
to the individual in the most immediate sense, but, as Blok shows, the concept of secret freedom
links whole generations of poets together across the centuries. Thus Pushkin’s struggle with the
forces of the mob becomes a lens through which early twentieth-century writers may view
themselves.

According to Blok, the will of coarse society, the antithesis of secret freedom in both
Pushkin’s and Blok’s time, is embodied within bureaucracy:

Pushkin considered the mob to be approximately the same thing that we do. He

frequently attached to this noun the epithet “society,” giving a collective name to that

ancestral court nobility, of whom nothing is left to their name but their noble titles; but

already, before Pushkin’s eyes, bureaucracy quickly occupied the space of the ancestral
nobility. These bureaucrats are the very essence of our mob; the mob of yesterday and

50 Aleksandr Pushkin, “Iz Pindemonti,” in Sochineniia, T. 1, 584.
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today; [...] hucksters and vulgarians, in whom spiritual depth is hopelessly and
substantially eclipsed by “the cares of vain society.” The mob demands from the poet
service to the same thing that it serves: service to the outside world; it demands “benefit,”
as Pushkin simply puts it; demands that the poet “sweep trash from the streets,”
“enlighten the hearts of his fellow men,” and so on.>*

According to Blok, vulgar bureaucracy assails the poet, hindering him from fulfilling his secret
freedom’s demands. The elevated aims of art and inspiration and the aims of the bureaucratic
mob are in direct conflict with one another. Blok’s representation of Pushkin’s mob reflects the
nascent and relatively innocuous stages of bureaucracy’s violation of the poet’s freedom—the
era when unruly aristocratic writers were confined to their opulent estates for their state-imposed
exiles. Blok’s characterization of early Soviet bureaucracy is chilling in comparison:
...people thought to designate only one governmental organ—censorship—for the
preservation of the order of its world, expressed in governmental forms. By this means
they placed a barrier only on the poet’s third path: on the path through which the poet
brings harmony into the world. It seems that they could have thought to place barriers on
both the first and second paths: they could find a means of obscuring the sources of
harmony themselves. What holds them back—Ilack of perception, timidity, or
conscience—is unknown. But, perhaps, such means are already being found?°?

By 1921, the Russian bureaucracy had found more violent ways of suppressing the poet’s
autonomy than demanding he enlighten his fellow man. In August of that year, Nikolai Gumilev
was executed by the Cheka. Bureaucracy had finally found its means of utterly destroying the
poet’s secret freedom: Killing the poets.

The antithesis of the poet’s secret freedom as Blok saw it—bureaucracy and the outside

world—thus leads to the poet’s death. At the same time, the name “Pushkin” becomes

synonymous with secret freedom, and therefore life and hope, in Blok’s poetic imagination. This

51 Aleksandr Blok, “O naznachenii poeta,” in O literature, ed. T. N. Bedniakova (Moskva:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1980), 266-267.
52 1bid., 267.
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is the focus of Blok’s poem “To Pushkin House” [«ITymkuackomy gomy»] (1921), which was

written the same year as Blok’s speech on Pushkin’s legacy and was the last work the poet
completed before his death. Pushkin’s secret freedom as a source of hope and inspiration during
the tumultuous years of Revolution and Civil War is the thematic focus of the poem:

Nwms Ilymkunckoro Joma

B Akagemuu Hayxk!

3BYK MOHSATHBIM U 3HAKOMBIH,

He mycroii m1s cepaua 3yk! [...]%°

[The name of Pushkin House / in the Academy of Sciences! / An intelligible and familiar
sound, / A sound that does not ring hollow to the heart!]

For Blok’s poetic persona, the sound of Pushkin’s name itself elicits feelings of comfort and
familiarity. However, this familiar sound is not simply the inspiration for the poetic persona’s
feelings of nostalgia. The poem’s entire metaphorical structure is based around the sound of
Pushkin’s name.

In Blok’s poem, Pushkin’s name is the both the sound of cracking of ice on the Neva and
a conversation between two steamships. The steamship metaphor brings to mind the Futurists’
call to cast Pushkin and other writers of the classics “from the steamship of Modernity.” Blok
pointedly brings Pushkin into the twentieth century here, as Mayakovsky will do in his later
poems. At the same time, the concrete tangibility of these metaphors suggests the immediacy and
relevance of Pushkin’s legacy for Blok and his fellow poets. Pushkin is not simply a distant,
abstract concept, but is essentially tied to the present day. In this sense, Blok and Mayakovsky’s
approaches to Pushkin’s legacy are more similar than we might expect. For both poets, Pushkin’s

legacy is vitally important to their present reality.

%3 Aleksandr Blok, “Pushkinskomu Domu,” in Stikhotvoreniia, poemy (Moskva: Sovremennik,
1987), 324.
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Blok’s poetic persona continues to describe the sound of Pushkin’s name through

metaphor, this time comparing it to the distant and mysterious figure of “an ancient sphinx /
gazing into the wake of a lingering wave.” This characterization of Pushkin’s legacy implies
that the poet occupies a privileged position among men, that he is privy to ancient and obscure
knowledge about which mere mortals can only speculate. The Symbolists and the Romantics
share their perception of the Poet-Prophet figure, to whom the secrets of the universe are
revealed and who acts as an interlocutor between the divine and the quotidian. Much of
Mayakovsky’s early poetry incorporates the same theme, albeit in particularly Mayakovskian
fashion. The poetic persona from his early play Vladimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy possesses
qualities similar to those of the Poet-Prophet: he wanders around the world, undergoing great
suffering in order to improve the lot of those surrounding him. However, Mayakovsky’s
conception of Pushkin and his legacy cannot be described as that of a traditional Poet-Prophet.
Instead of a mystical figure and guardian of arcane knowledge, Mayakovsky’s Modernist
Pushkin is a fellow fighter for the Constructivist cause of the Left Front of the Arts (LEF).
Mayakovsky conceived the Modernist Poet-Prophet’s task as using the literary Word to advocate
for innovation in literature and to build an ideal Communist future.

While Blok does not associate Pushkin with the building of Communism, his poetic
persona likens the sound of his name to the events of the October Revolution:

Hamwu cTpactasle neqanu

Han TannctBenHoi Hesolid,

Kaxk MBI 4epHBIil 1eHb BCTpeUYann

BeJoit HOYBIO OTHEBOIA. >

[Our fervent sorrows / Above the mysterious Neva, / As we met the black day / With

> bid.
% 1bid.
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a white, flaming night.]

Blok’s persona connects Pushkin’s legacy to what he perceives as the sentiments underlying the

Revolution. What Blok means by “fervent sorrows” is not immediately clear, but the following

stanzas contain a few clues:

Yro 3a miaaMeHHEIC Talu
OTtkpsbiBaja HaM pekal
Ho He 3Tu gHU MBI 3BalHu,
A rpsizynime Beka.

[Iponyckas aHEH THETYIIUX
KpaTkoBpemeHHbIi1 0OMaH,
ITpo3peBanu qHEH rpsaaymux
CuHe-po30BbIif TymaH.*®

[What flaming distances / the river opened to us! / But we called not for these days, / but
for the centuries to come. // Passing over the oppressive days’ / transient deception, / We
have seen the coming days’ / blue-pink mist.]

For Blok’s persona, the Revolution promises a future free of oppression. Still, this future remains

obscure and mysterious after the Revolution is accomplished. The “flaming distances” of

potential opened up by the Revolution remain unreachable in 1921. Blok calls out to Pushkin for

aid in his struggle with the contemporary reality:

[Tymkun! Taitnyro cB060OY
ITenu mbl Bocien Tede!

Jlail HaM pyKY B HENOIr oy,
[Tomoru B HEMO# 6opbOe!

He TBOMX st 3BYKOB C1ai0CTh
BroxHosmsuia B Te rona?

He tBOs 1111, [Iymikun, pagocts
OKpblIsia Hac Toraa?”’

[Pushkin! Of secret freedom / We sang in your wake! / Give us your hand in the storm, /
Help us in this mute battle! / Was it not your sounds’ delight / that inspired us in those
years? / Was it not your gladness, Pushkin, / that then gave us wings?]

% 1bid.

* 1bid.,

324-325.
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Blok characterizes the poet’s struggle in the Civil War years as a “mute battle,” reflecting the
central theme of the poem. Its metaphorical structure is based on sound: the sound of Pushkin’s
name itself and its many associations, as well as the inspiration which Blok and his
contemporaries draw from the concordant sounds of Pushkin’s verse. The poem’s simple and
clear diction even points to Pushkin’s poetic language, while Blok’s direct borrowing of the term
“secret freedom” echoes Pushkin himself. Blok’s use of sound-related metaphor highlights the
vitality of Pushkin’s legacy. At the same time, Blok’s description of the “mute battle” fought by
himself and his contemporaries against an unnamed foe denotes a lack of poetic sound and thus
an absence of the poet’s autonomy.

In his speech, Blok explicitly describes the poet’s essential tasks as being related to the
harmonious arrangement of sounds:

The poet is the son of harmony, and he is given a certain role in world culture. Three

tasks are laid upon him: first, to free sounds from the native eternal element in which they

dwell; second, to bring these sounds into harmony, to give them form; third, to bring this

harmony into the outside world.®
The bureaucratic mob uses censorship and other means of oppression to prevent the poet from
fulfilling the third task: bringing poetry into the world. Blok demonstrates the paramount
importance of poetic sound by building his poem’s metaphorical structure around the sound of
Pushkin’s name. The absence of sound is similarly essential to the poem’s message. By
definition, secret freedom cannot be expressed aloud, and must be acknowledged covertly. In the
poem’s final stanza, Blok’s persona makes the only appropriate gesture of acknowledgment to

Pushkin’s legacy possible in the oppressive circumstances of his existence—a silent one:

Bort 3aueM Takoii 3HaAKOMBIit

%8 Blok, “O naznachenii poeta,” in O literature, 265.
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U poxnoit aiist cepana 3ByK -

Nwms [Mymkunckoro Jloma

B Axanemuu Hayk.

Bor 3a4€M, B 4aChbl 3aKaTa

YX011 B HOYHYIO ThbMY,

C Oenoii wiomanu Cenara

Tuxo Kknausoch emy.”

[This is why that sound / is so familiar and native to the heart— / the name Pushkin

House / in the Academy of Sciences. / This is why, at the sunset hour / retreating into the

darkness of night, / from the white square of the Senate / | silently bow to it.]

Blok’s persona’s silent bow to the Pushkin House—this poem’s central symbol for Pushkin’s
legacy—exemplifies the suppression of the poet’s voice as Blok experienced it in this period.
Despite the poet’s forced silence, his secret freedom remains potent. The final line of this poem
reflects Blok’s main point about censorship in his speech: that it is the means by which the flow
of the poet’s harmony into the world is disrupted. The unnamed destructive force in the poem
that impedes the poet’s inspiration and vitality is none other than the hostile bureaucratic mob
that assails Blok and his fellow poets. The mob prevents them from exercising secret freedom,
which is necessary for their existence.

Through censorship, the continuity of poetic sound is disrupted, leaving behind a void of
what Blok in his speech calls the “absence of air” [oTcyTcTBHe Bo3ayxa], which, Blok argues,
was the true underlying cause of Pushkin’s death.®® As Blok implies in the speech, censorship of
the poet’s voice introduces a dangerous pattern. Once Soviet bureaucracy has silenced the poet
through censorship, it will inevitably go to even greater lengths to assail him. In both this poem

and his speech on Pushkin, Blok anticipates the increase in bureaucratic pressure felt by poets in

the 1920s. He declares Pushkin’s concept of secret freedom as the last refuge of the poet’s

% Blok, “Pushkinsomu Domu,” in Stikhotvoreniia, poemy, 325.
%0 Blok, “O naznachenii poeta,” in O literature, 269.
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autonomy. Blok not only holds up Pushkin as the ideal poet, but also presents adherence to

Pushkin’s legacy of secret freedom as a potential means of survival under conditions that were
becoming more hostile to poets. Blok did not live to see just how hostile these conditions would
become. He died in August 1921, just months after he gave his speech and completed “To
Pushkin House.” In “On a Generation that Squandered Its Poets,” Jakobson attributes to Blok
two separate deaths: the first death being that of Blok the poet, the second of Blok the man.%! In
this case, too, the poet’s interrupted poetic output, or, as Blok would describe it, the interrupted
flow of harmony into the world, means the death of the poet. Jakobson seems to suggest that
Blok himself died from an “absence of air,” mirroring Blok’s commentary on Pushkin’s demise.

The dangers of censorship and the lack of poetic autonomy play a somewhat different
role in Mayakovsky’s works. In certain poems, Mayakovsky even writes in praise of censorship.
In “Homeward!,” his poetic persona proclaims that he wants limits to be placed on his writing
even to the point of bodily harm:

A xouy

4T00 B KOHIIE PabOTHI

3aBKOM

3anupai MOM IyObl

3amiom.%?

[I want / at the end of the day’s work / for the Factory Committee / to bolt my lips / with
a lock.]

As Mayakovksky’s work is rife with contradictions, one should not simply take such a statement
from his poetic speaker at face value. In the previous chapter, I discussed the necessity of play

for Mayakovsky: the freedom to flit from one extreme stance to another while remaining

61 Jakobson, “O pokolenii...,” in Vladimir Maiakovskii. Rokovoi vystrel, 382.
62 Mayakovsky, “Domoi!,” in PSS, T. 7, 94.
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essentially the same poet. In the original version of “Homeward!,” Mayakovsky included an

ending that seemed to contradict the poem’s overarching theme of submission to literary
bureaucracy:

S xouy

OBITH IMOHSAT MOEH CTPAHOM,
a He Oy/1y TOHSIT,-
4TO K,

110 POAHOMU CTpaHe

POy CTOPOHOM,

KakK 1mmpoxoauTt

KOCO# 10K 1B.5

[I want / to be understood by my country, / and if I am not, / well, / along my native
country / I will pass to one side, / as passes / slanting rain.]

Although this ending was ultimately removed from the poem, it was published in the journal
Molodaia gvardiia before Mayakovsky changed it. This fact indicates that, for a time,
Mayakovsky intended to publish the poem widely in its original form.®* Osip Brik originally
suggested the removal of the original final lines, remarking that they undermined the poem’s
overarching pro-Soviet sentiment.®® However, Mayakovsky’s removal of the final lines does not
diminish the fact of them having been written. These lines, which Mayakovsky later dismissed as
“little rain-soaked feathers” that he “ripped out” of the poem, reveal the complexity of the poet’s
relationship with censorship.®® The poetic persona metaphorically embodies himself within a
natural element, presenting a Romantic individuality that contrasts sharply with his desire to

work only within the strictures of the Soviet state, as reflected earlier in the poem. Despite this

63 Mayakovsky, Variants of “Domoi!,” in PSS, T. 7, 428.

% 1bid.

%% Jakobson, “O pokolenii...” in Vladimir Maiakovskii. Rokovoi vystrel, 405.
%6 Mayakovsky, “Pis’mo Ravicha i Ravichu,” in PSS, T. 12, 182.
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fact, Brik’s claim that the removed lines contradict the poem’s pro-Soviet message do not take

the poem’s beginning into account:
Vxoaute, MBICIIH, BO-CBOSICH.
OOHUMMUCE,
IYIIA U MODS TTyOb.
Tor,
KTO MOCTOSIHHO SICEH —
TOT,
0-MOEMY,
npocto riym.®’

[Go off home, thoughts. / Embrace, depths of the sea and my soul. / He / who is
unfailingly clear— / he, / I think, / is simply stupid.]

Mayakovsky’s poetic persona does not unequivocally desire censorship at the hands of the state.
He desires, at one and the same time, the freedom to function both as a tool of the regime and as
his own Romantic, isolated identity. To be only one or the other is too simple, too “clear.” In his
biography of Mayakovsky, Edward J. Brown argues astutely that the removal of the poem’s
original ending “really emasculated the poem,” because “a poem by Mayakovsky accommodates
by its nature opposite extremes of feeling, and to argue that the closing minor note is out of place
in ‘Homeward!” is to do violence to the poet’s special gift.”®® Mayakovsky’s need for poetic
play, the essential component of the poet’s secret freedom, demands that he be both the “Soviet
factory manufacturing happiness” and “slanting rain” simultaneously. His posthumous
bureaucratization at the hands of the state removed this possibility, and his canonization as “the

greatest poet of [the] Soviet epoch” was complete.

%7 Mayakovsky, “Domoi!,” in PSS, T. 7, 92.
68 Edward J. Brown, Mayakovsky: A Poet in the Revolution (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University
Press, 1973), 302.
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Mayakovsky was not only concerned with censorship by outside forces. As his decision

to remove the final lines of “Homeward!” shows, he was also preoccupied with the concept of
self-censorship. The most well-known and oft-quoted instance of self-censorship in his poetry
can be found in At the Top of My Voice:

U mue
AI'uTIIPOII
B 3y0ax HaBs3,
1 MHE OBl
CTPOYHUTH
POMAHCHI Ha BAC —
JIOXOTHEW OHO
U MpEeJIeCTHEM.
Ho s
ce0s
CMUPSIII,
CTaHOBACH
Ha TopJo
CcOOCTBEHHOM HeCHe.69
[Even for me / agitprop / sticks in the gullet, / even | would / compose / romances for
you— / it is more lucrative / and more charming. / But I / humbled / myself, / standing /
on the throat / of my own song.]

Though difficult to render in translation, Mayakovsky uses the verb “to humble” here in the
imperfective aspect, meaning an action that occurred multiple times in the past, rather than once
as a completed action. This verb choice indicates that Mayakovsky’s speaker presents self-
censorship as a kind of habit, or, to echo Bloom, a “compulsion.” As in “Homeward!,” the poetic
persona presents himself as unapologetically of two minds on the subject of his own autonomy.
Once again, the poet’s secret freedom to vacillate between extremes permits him to hold both

extremes within himself.

%9 Mayakovsky, Vo ves’ golos, in PSS, T. 10, 280-281.
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In certain of his poems, Mayakovsky finds a connection between Pushkin’s legacy and

censorship. For example, the poetic persona from “An Extraordinary Adventure...” complains
that he is stuck at home drawing posters for ROSTA, while the Sun lazes around in the clouds:
51 KpuKHYJ COnHLY:
«lapmoen!
3aHEXKEH B 00J1aKa Thbl,
a TYT — HE 3Hall HU 3UM, HHU JIET,

CHIIH, PUCY m1aKathi!» ©

[I yelled to the Sun: / “Freeloader! / You are over-pampered in the clouds, / but here—I
know neither winters nor summers, / I must sit and draw posters!”]

At first, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona sees no affinity between his own artistic labor and the
Sun’s daily labor of producing light. He sees himself as an artistic tool of the state, and the Sun
as a social parasite and completely free agent who does no work at all. Here, the speaker
expresses both pride about his own work ethic and envy toward the Sun for the apparent lack of
imposed constraints on his work. Mayakovsky’s use of the imperative forms of the verbs in the
above quotation—*Sit! Draw!”—qgive the sense of an outside force compelling the speaker to
sacrifice his freedom to its demands to yield to the pressures of censorship.

The Sun quickly proves Mayakovsky’s poetic persona wrong about the heavenly body’s
lack of work and constraint when he descends to meet the poet for tea. The Sun and the poet
strike up a conversation:

IIpo To,

IIpO 3TO I'OBOPIO,

qTO-Ia€ 3aciia POCTa,

a COJIHIIE:

«JlagHo,

HE TOpIOH,

CMOTpPH Ha BEILIHU NPOCTO!
A MHe, ThI TyMaelllb,

0 Mayakovsky, “Neobychainoe prikliuchenie...,” in PSS, T. 2, 36.
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CBETUTH
JIETKO?
— IMoau, mompoOyit! —
A BOT umemp —
B3SJI0Ch HUJITH,
W/ICIIb — ¥ CBETHIIb B 00aly»’!

[1 talk about that, / about this, / that I’'m tormented by ROSTA, / but the Sun replies: /
“That’s all right, / don’t be glum, / look at things simply! / Do you think for me / shining /
is easy? / Just you try it! / But there you go— / you’ve decided to go, / you’re off—and
shining on the alert!”]

The personified Sun asserts that he, too, struggles to produce his own particular labor: shining
forth light. Despite the difficulties he faces, he continues to perform this task every day without
fail. The Sun’s encouragement inspires Mayakovsky’s poetic persona to abandon his dejection at
his monotonous artistic labor in favor of persevering optimism. The two new friends—poet and
the Sun—come together to form a kind of poetic superhero duo:

«Tw1 ga 11,

Hac, TOBapHiil, ABo¢!
Iloiimem, moaT,
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a Thl — CBOE,
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JIO THEH MOCIACAHUX AOHIIA,
CBETUTH —

1 HUKAaKUX TBO3JIEH!

Bot 5103yHr mMoit —

u cosnral 2

[“You and I, / there are two of us, comrade! / Let’s go, poet, / we’ll shine like the dawn, /
we’ll sing / among the world’s junk. / I will pour out my sun, / and you—your own, / in
verses.” [...] / To shine always, / to shine everywhere, / to the bottom of the last days, / to

" bid., 37.
2 1bid., 37-38.



53
shine— / and that’s all! / This is my slogan—and the Sun’s!]

| have already discussed in my first chapter how the Sun as personified in this poem can be
interpreted as a stand-in for Pushkin. As a whole, the poem can be read as a cry for validation
from one poet to his predecessor, who, at first glance, seems impossibly lofty and unreachable.
After all, Mayakovsky himself had contributed to Futurist manifestos in which Pushkin was
listed as one of the klassiki whom it was necessary to toss from the steamship of Modernity.
However, it was not the poet himself Mayakovsky rejected in his early years, but the ossified and
bureaucratized version of Pushkin pedaled by the Tsarist authorities and, most relevant for this
poem, Pushkin’s branding as “the Sun of Russian poetry” by the Symbolists. This depiction of
Mayakovsky’s predecessor places him in the realm of the abstract, thus removing him from the
immediacy of the present and separating him from the plane on which everyday events transpire.
By inviting the Sun of Russian poetry to tea, Mayakovsky’s persona shatters the conception of
Pushkin as an idealized entity detached from real life. Pushkin is not a God-like figure who
watches from above, but a living, breathing, talking interlocutor from whom Mayakovsky’s
persona takes inspiration and encouragement.

While both Blok and Mayakovsky turn to Pushkin’s legacy to address their struggles with
censorship, the messages of their poems differ substantially. Blok’s poem lacks any triumphant
ending or resolution. The reader gets the sense that the years of oppression Blok describes
continue on, with Pushkin’s poetry as a beacon in an unknown future toward which he and his
contemporaries strive. The deleterious force of censorship continues to prevail. In Mayakovsky’s
poem, censorship has an ambiguous quality; it is difficult to pinpoint the speaker’s precise
attitude toward it. His poetic persona makes no overt mention of oppression, as Blok’s does.

Still, the constraints under which the poet works cause him to feel discouraged, suggesting that
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Mayakovsky himself felt that the state’s voracious demand for propagandistic work was draining

his resources and preventing him from reaching his desired poetic potential at this point of his
career.

While both Blok and Mayakovsky felt stifled by state censorship to some extent,
Mayakovsky’s speaker in this poem does not turn to Pushkin’s legacy as a possible source of
rebellion against it. Rather, he views his predecessor’s legacy as a source of motivation for
working within the limitations of the state’s demands. Instead of an idealized symbol of the
poet’s secret freedom, Mayakovsky views Pushkin as a fellow hardworking poet, who, like
himself, was forced to grapple with the everyday realities of writing poetry under the auspices of
an authoritarian state. Mayakovsky considers Pushkin a colleague with whom he possesses an
affinity that transcends the hundred-year gulf between them.

In his speech “On the Poet’s Purpose,” Blok illustrates that he was acutely aware of
Pushkin’s struggle with bureaucracy and censorship and its relevance to his own experience as a
poet of the early twentieth century. His poem “To Pushkin House” ensures that Pushkin’s legacy
is kept alive through its many metaphorical embodiments of the sound of Pushkin’s name. What,
then, should one make of Mayakovsky’s Sun poem in the context of the revitalization of
Pushkin’s legacy? Mayakovsky’s poetic persona makes no direct mention of Pushkin’s name,
including only the name of the village in which the events of the poem take place (Pushkino).
Rather than intoning it as a kind of incantation, Mayakovsky conceals Pushkin’s name and
identity behind the attributes of the personified Sun. Can Mayakovsky’s poem therefore be

characterized as an effective resurrection of Pushkin’s legacy?
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Pushkin, Mayakovsky, and Shklovsky’s Concept of “Unfreedom”

If Blok’s poem reinforces the necessity of memory in keeping a poet’s legacy alive,
Mayakovsky’s “An Extraordinary Adventure...,” along with other poems | discuss in this project,
highlights the importance of the manner in which the poet is remembered. For Mayakovsky, it is
not enough to speak the poet-predecessor’s name or to call out to him for aid in difficult
moments. The poet must actively ensure that his efforts to resurrect his predecessor through
verse reveal the true, underlying nature of the poet and his work, as he or she interprets it.”
Otherwise, the poet runs the risk of perpetuating a false memory and thereby manipulating the
predecessor’s legacy into a narrative into which it would not otherwise fit. The forces of
bureaucratization and monumentalization are comprised of exactly this kind of manipulated
narrative. By only referring to Pushkin obliquely in the Sun poem, Mayakovsky avoids directly
prescribing specific attributes to the poet, contrasting sharply with bureaucratized depictions of
Pushkin. At the same time, Mayakovsky makes a connection between Pushkin’s legacy and
poetic innovation. By using his favored literary device of the visualized metaphor to embody
Pushkin in the Sun, Mayakovsky uses a cliché image of Pushkin to force the reader to see him in
a new light.

Mayakovsky presents a paradoxical approach to bureaucracy: he seeks to free Pushkin’s

legacy from the deleterious forces of bureaucratization and monumentalism, while at the same

3 Mayakovsky inevitably runs into an obstacle here: how can one individual poet’s
interpretation fully comprise the “true” identity of the predecessor? Does a poet really have only
one true identity? While these questions lie somewhat outside the scope of this project, | address
Mayakovsky’s own manipulation of Pushkin’s legacy in my conclusion. The most important
thing the later poet must do to revitalize the predecessor’s legacy is to capture the spirit of the
predecessor’s work in a new and authentic way. Mayakovsky succeeds in this despite his
prodding Pushkin toward the service of the state in his later poems.
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time submitting himself to bureaucracy and censorship. In the Sun poem, Mayakovsky’s poetic

persona even calls upon Pushkin to inspire him to maintain his output of state-sanctioned work.
The relationship Mayakovsky creates between himself and Pushkin in this poem shows that he
regards the two of them as being subject to the same forces of censorship, a claim that has some
merit. Though Pushkin wrote early in his career that he “was not born to entertain the tsars / with
[his] modest Muse,” he nevertheless spent the latter years of his life entrenched in court affairs.
Pushkin’s “freedom” from general censorship, granted by Nikolai I, entangled his artistic output
with affairs of state: Nikolai became his personal censor in 1826. The monarch therefore had a
direct line of influence on the publication of Pushkin’s works. Pushkin was also compelled by his
title of kammerjunker, also granted him by Nikolai in 1833, to involve himself and his wife in
court events and intrigues. He writes in a diary entry dated January 1% of 1834 that “the day
before yesterday | was granted the position of kammerjunker (which is rather unseemly at my
age). But the court desired that Natal’ia Nikolaevna dance at Anichkov Palace.”"

Knowing these facts about the latter part of Pushkin’s career, it is no mystery that
Mayakovsky saw in Pushkin a struggle similar to his own. If Blok idealizes Pushkin’s secret
freedom and finds inspiration in it, Mayakovsky sees the concept as fraught with implications
that both he and Pushkin had to contend with on a deeply personal level. In this respect,
Mayakovsky’s preoccupation with Pushkin’s legacy reflects more accurately the complex reality
of the poet’s relationship with his creative autonomy. Some critics even describe the two poets’

deaths as the inevitable consequences of their inner struggle between two conflicting sides of

their poetic identities.

4 Vikentii Veresaev, Pushkin v zhizni: Sistematicheskii svod podlinnykh svidetel ’stv
sovremennikov (Moskva: Moskovskii rabochii, 1984), 354.
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In his article “Two Deaths: 1837-1930” [«/IBe cmeptu: 1837-1930»] (1930), Dmitrii

Sviatopolk-Mirskii argues that Pushkin and Mayakovsky share an inner struggle between the
ideals of the environment in which they reached poetic maturity, and the ideals of the milieu in
which they found themselves later in life:
Both Pushkin and Mayakovsky are figures inwardly contradictory by virtue of their
typical transitivity. Both stand with one foot on one social soil, one foot on the other.
Both were unable to resolve the conflict within themselves between the old and the new,
between the class that cultivated them and the class for whose ascension their art was the
literary accompaniment.”™
Though Sviatopolk-Mirskii uses the language of class antagonism to depict the poets’ inner
struggle rather than the concepts of secret freedom and bureaucracy, his argument sheds light on
the similarities between Pushkin and Mayakovsky’s struggles with their literary and political
environments, or, as Blok would say, with the mob. According to Sviatopolk-Mirskii, the class
that cultivated Pushkin’s early identity was that of the aristocratic landowners, the generation
that defeated Napoleon and facilitated the Decembrist Uprising. Pushkin’s later career was
defined by the rise of a new literary generation:
Pushkin was the central figure of a literary movement that developed in the years
immediately following the victory of the Russian peasant-owners over the domestic and
foreign class enemies Speransky and Napoleon. Based on its social origins, it was a
movement purely of the landed gentry, and Arzamas can be considered the height of
the nobility’s ascendancy in literature. However, already at the beginning of the 1820s,
literary life began to take on a distinctly bourgeois tendency, and Pushkin emerged as the
main pioneer of this new era.”

Sviatopolk-Mirskii continues to argue that the ultimate cause of Pushkin’s demise would be his

inability to reconcile the two contradictory sides of his poetic identity: the Romantic poet-

7> Dmitrii Sviatopolk-Mirskii, “Dve smerti: 1837-1930,” in Vladimir Mayakovsky. Rokovoi
vystrel: Dokumenty, svidetel stva, issledovania, ed. Leonid Katsis (Moskva: Izdatel’stvo AST,
2018), 415.

76 Ibid., 416.
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aristocrat and the proto-Realist trailblazer of bourgeois literature. Being unwilling to fully play

the courtly role assigned to him by the tsar, he was nonetheless unable to “break away from this
environment that was engulfing and slowly poisoning him” due to his aristocratic origins.’’
According to Sviatopolk-Mirskii, the trajectory of Mayakovsky’s poetic identity is very
much the same. Once again using the language of the class struggle, he separates Mayakovsky’s
ideological tendencies into the early anarchic bourgeois decadence of the Cubo-Futurists and the
later proletarian collectivism of the LEF era. He argues that the poet’s inability to reconcile the
two contradictory identities turned out to be the main reason for his suicide:
We do not know the personal reasons that led Mayakovsky to suicide (and we should
hope that we will not soon find out—*"“the deceased hated gossip”). But the objective
meaning of his death is clear: it is an acknowledgement that individualistic literature,
which harkens back to pre-Revolutionary society, is not needed in the new Soviet
culture.™
Though I agree with Sviatopolk-Mirskii that the aspects of Pushkin and Mayakovsky’s poetic
identities he describes are driving forces in their work, his approach oversimplifies the complex
realities of the poets’ lives. The connection he draws between Pushkin’s origins among the
creative Russian nobility and his later alliance with the Russian monarchy overlooks the fact that
many aristocrats in Pushkin’s circle were in favor of constitutional monarchies or republics and
took part in the Decembrist Uprising of 1825. The fact that Pushkin’s poetic identity emerged
among other young aristocrats at the lyceum in Tsarskoe Selo and in the shadow of Aleksandr I’s

rule does not prove that allegiance to the monarchy would be an essential component of that

identity. The conservatism of Pushkin’s later years is not a return to his aristocratic roots, as

" 1bid., 417.
'8 1bid., 431.
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Sviatopolk-Mirskii suggests, but a separate phenomenon that emerged in the poet’s work as a

result of the conservative structure in which he was forced to operate.

Sviatopolk-Mirskii’s observation about the unresolvable conflict within Mayakovsky’s
identity as a poet is also not entirely correct. While an internal struggle certainly existed in his
later poetry, Mayakovsky often freely oscillated between strains of individualistic lyricism and
the equally robust collectivist tendencies in his poetry. This fluctuation in and of itself did not
lead to Mayakovsky’s tragic death. The contradictory nature of Mayakovsky’s identity itself was
not the issue. The increasingly powerful Soviet bureaucracy of the time demanded from
Mayakovsky a clarity of vision that it was impossible for him to give. In the late 1920s and
beyond, Soviet literary culture, which was essentially bureaucratic, would no longer tolerate the
great breadth of Mayakovsky’s poetic identity with its many contradictions. The literary
bureaucracy’s fist had been slowly closing around him throughout the twenties, but until 1930,
he had managed to make certain compromises and sacrifices while essentially remaining the
complex and idiosyncratic poet that he had always been. It was not, as Sviatopolk-Mirskii
argues, Pushkin and Mayakovsky’s inwardly contradictory poetic identities that ultimately led to
their deaths. We cannot know all of the reasons for either poet’s end. Still, we do know that their
inability to bring their contradictory inner selves into harmony with the oppressive environments
that surrounded them must have caused them to feel that there was no way out.

While Sviatopolk-Mirskii’s analysis reduces the complexity of Pushkin and
Mayakovsky’s struggles with their respective literary milieux, it illustrates that both poets faced
similar lack of autonomy in their creative lives due to the environments in which they lived and
worked. Mayakovsky was well aware of this affinity between himself and Pushkin: it is one of

the underlying messages of “An Extraordinary Adventure...”. At the end of their lives, neither
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poet enjoyed the realization of his secret freedom. Both Pushkin and Mayakovsky, to one degree

or another, were victims of “unfreedom,” a concept to which Viktor Shklovsky devotes a
considerable portion of his experimental memoir Third Factory [«Tperss padpuka»] (1926). |
view unfreedom as an ever-present force with which the poet must grapple in order to achieve
the creative autonomy that defines secret freedom.

One of Shklovsky’s central goals in Third Factory is to produce what he calls a “study of
unfreedom.”’® In the true Formalist style of “laying bare the device,” he neglects to outright
define the concept of unfreedom, instead skirting around it and addressing it through loosely
connected anecdotes and metaphorical reflections. Shklovsky’s most frequently used metaphor
to describe unfreedom is his comparison of the writer’s lack of autonomy at the hands of the
state to the processing of flax. Judging by this metaphor, unfreedom is violent and incredibly
painful, and seems to have only negative results:

Flax, if it had a voice, would scream as it’s being processed. It is jerked from the ground

by the head. With the root. It is planted thickly, so that it impedes itself and grows to be

puny and scanty. Flax requires oppression. It is jerked. Spread out on the fields (in some
places) or soaked in holes or streams. Streams in which flax is washed are cursed: there
are no fish in them. Then the flax is crushed and beaten. | want freedom.8°
According to Shklovsky, Soviet writers of the 1920s were a commodity that the state
manipulated in order to produce the literature necessary for the new Communist society. Based
only on this quotation, one might conclude that Shklovsky viewed unfreedom as a purely
harmful phenomenon for writers. In reality, Shklovsky presents a more nuanced realization of

unfreedom among his many observations about his own existence as a writer and his circle of

colleagues.

7 Viktor Shklovsky, Tret’ia fabrika (Moskva: Artel’ pisatalei “Krug,” 1926), 69.
8 Ibid., 81-82.
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At another point in Third Factory, Shklovsky implies that unfreedom is not inherently

harmful, but can even have positive effects: “Now I am occupied by the question of the limits of
freedom, of the shaping of the material. I want to change. I fear negative unfreedom.”®! If there
is negative unfreedom, which we might attribute to the flax metaphor presented by Shklovsky,
what does positive unfreedom look like? In order to illustrate unfreedom’s potential to produce
good-quality literature, Shklovsky brings in Mayakovsky as an example of “flax of the best
quality”—a writer who works tirelessly within the strictures of state control while remaining an
innovative and original poet.2? Shklovsky uses an evocative metaphor to describe Mayakovsky’s
struggle with the increasingly hostile literary-bureaucratic environment both before and after the
October and Revolution and through the nineteen twenties:
At that time® he was still being stomped on in the newspapers, being doused with boiling
water, being worn out and battered in the comedic magazines. Mayakovsky [...] leads the
right kind of life. He tinkers with his life like a broken-down motorcycle on the street,
paying no attention to the passersby that have gathered around.®*
The “tinkering” Shklovsky describes here represent the adjustments Mayakovsky made to his
work in order to appease the mob of the reading public, bureaucratic officials, and censors who
took issue with some aspect or other of his poetry. While Mayakovsky was able to make such
necessary modifications earlier in his career, the literary establishment’s toxic state at the end of

the nineteen-twenties made it impossible to “tinker” without sacrificing the essential ambivalent

nature of his poetic identity.

8 Ipid., 52.

8 Ipid., 60.

8 The time Shklovsky refers to here occurs soon after he made his acquaintance with the Briks
and Mayakovsky, most likely during World War | and before the October Revolution. The
author seldom gives exact dates in his anecdotal memoir, so the precise time he describes is a
matter of conjecture.

8 Ibid.
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Mayakovsky’s biographers devote significant space to their discussions of the poet’s

struggles with the literary constraints imposed by the state. According to Bengt Jangfeldt,
Mayakovsky was aware as early as 1921 that he had become an object of suspicion and
animosity by the major cultural authorities.® By 1923, his journal LEF had been forced into an
alliance with MAPP, the Moscow subset of RAPP, the Russian Association of Proletarian
Writers. In the final months of his life, Mayakovsky was subjected to what Shklovsky refers to as
his “re-education” at the hands of the Party and RAPP.® The problem of unfreedom was
essential to Mayakovsky’s existence in the latter part of his career. His struggles with the state’s
demands are part of his affinity with Pushkin: both poets crave some degree of creative
autonomy while operating under oppressive circumstances.

Anecdotes by Pushkin’s contemporaries about the later years of his career suggest that he
also felt the effects of unfreedom. While Prince Vyazemsky argues that Pushkin’s rancor at
being appointed a kammerjunker stemmed purely from his vanity and acute sense of honor,
others who knew him indicate that his new position at court damaged more than Pushkin’s
fragile pride.®” Fyodor Ivanovich Timiriazev, with whose family Pushkin was intimately
acquainted during these years, remembers the poet’s state of mind:

At that time, Pushkin was already married, a kammerjunker, and often went out into

society and to court, accompanying his beauty of a wife. This lifestyle was often a burden

to him, and he complained to his friends that it not only did not agree with his
inclinations and his vocation, but that it also did not agree with his finances.®

8 Bengt Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky: A Biography, trans. Harry D. Watson (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 2014), 160.

8 Viktor Shklovsky, O Maiakovskom (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1940), 218.

87 Veresaev, Pushkin v zhizni, 357.

8 Ibid., 363.
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A number of Pushkin’s works and the circumstances of their publication reflect the conflict

between the poet’s inner poetic world and the demands of court society. In his study of Pushkin’s
prose works, Viktor Shklovsky discusses Pushkin’s private and public responses to the raising of
Alexander’s column on St. Petersburg’s Palace Square in 1834, citing a less-than-enthusiastic
entry from Pushkin’s diary on the occasion:

| have not written anything down in the course of three months. | was absent—I left

Petersburg five days before the opening of the Alexander Column, so that I would not be

present at the ceremony with the other kammerjunkers—my colleagues.®
Also notable is Pushkin’s lack of poetic engagement with the mood of solemn patriotism that
surrounded the monument’s unveiling. Shklovsky remarks that “even in those columnar years
[komonnbIe roasi], When the image of the new monument was printed even on money, Pushkin
was thinking about a different monument: he was writing The Bronze Horseman and The
Captain’s Daughter.”® In addition to the monuments contained in each of these works, Pushkin
was likely thinking of his own personal metaphysical monument, which would embody his
legacy after his death. Though Pushkin would not write his famous Horatian ode until 1836, two
years after the unveiling of Alexander’s column, the question of his poetic legacy was most
likely heavy on his mind in this period given the disconnect between his calling and the life he
was compelled to live.

Hearkening back to his “study of unfreedom” in Third Factory, written nearly ten years
previously, Shklovsky goes on to describe the constraints under which Pushkin was forced to
work in the 1830s, beginning with the composition of his travelogue Journey to Arzrum

[«ITyremecTBue B Ap3pym»] (1830/35):

8 Ibid., 213.
% viktor Shklovsky, Zametki o proze Pushkina (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1937), 132-33.
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Debts grew. There was also a literary debt. [Pushkin] had to write, because a book about
Russia’s victory in the war was expected. In spring of 1828, Pushkin received a denial of
his request to travel with the army in the field. He went without authorization; he met
with Decembrists, was at the front. His excursion elicited extreme dissatisfaction. Since
he had gone of his own will, he was expected at least to write hymns of praise for the
war he had seen of his own will.%*
As Shklovsky notes, Pushkin published fragments of his travelogue right away, but they were not
sufficient to appease certain members of the literary bureaucracy, who expected at least some
triumphant odes describing the Russian victory.% Like Mayakovsky tinkering with his
metaphorical motorcycle, Pushkin managed to work within the less-than-hospitable literary
environment of his later years. For both poets, this “tinkering” came at a cost. In his article “The
Evolution of Pushkin’s Political Thought,” Sergei Davydov remarks that Pushkin never became
a courtier in the true sense of the word, but he “paid a steep price for the attempt to find a modus
vivendi with the tsar.”®® The same could be said of Mayakovsky’s mode of creative life in the
midst of censorship and the largely hostile Soviet literary bureaucracy. Both poets “tinkered with
[their] lives,” enabling their survival in the short term but ultimately rendering themselves
powerless to escape the oppressive circumstances in which the tsarist and Soviet regimes placed
them. I argue that this tinkering, a technique which both Pushkin and Mayakovsky shared, is a
result of their similarly contradictory political persuasions, each bordering on Romantic
individualism on one hand and service on behalf of authoritarian regimes on the other.

Davydov echoes Prince Vyazemsky in his description of Pushkin’s “liberal

conservatism.”® While some critics have interpreted Pushkin’s later years as the poet’s

1 Ibid., 133.

%2 |hid.

93 Sergei Davydov, “The Evolution of Pushkin’s Political Thought,” in The Pushkin Handbook,
ed. David Bethea (Madison, WI: The University of Wisconsin Press, 2005), 285.

% Ibid.
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transformation from “the bard of liberty” to a courtier, Davydov playfully references the

narrative digressions in Eugene Onegin by comparing Pushkin’s political views to a unique
blend of highly contrasting wines, combining allegiance to the state with devotion to “the
elemental freedom of Nature,” the sword with the lyre.®® In this light, one might compare
Pushkin’s political approach to the following lines from “Homeward!,” in which Mayakovsky
echoes the Usurper’s proclamation to the poet in Boris Godunov that “the union of sword and
lyre is blessed hundredfold” [Ctokpart cBsiiieH cor03 Meya U JIUpbI]:

A xouy,

YTO0 K IITHIKY
npupaBHAIHu 1epo.*

[l want / for the pen / to be made equal with the bayonet.]

In the spirit of the entirety of “Domoi!,” these lines unite seemingly disparate concepts—
revolutionary violence and poetry—into a contradictory whole. This whole is the essence of
Mayakovsky’s creative purpose: the conscription of verses composed at the whim of the poet’s
inspiration into state military service.

At times, the inherent incongruity between the poetry’s conception and its intended
purpose results in rejection by the entity the poetry is meant to serve. For example,
Mayakovsky’s golem composed of all Russian citizens in the poem 150,000,000 fights for the
benefit of the Communist collective, but the style of the work is highly idiosyncratic. Though
Mayakovsky proclaimed that all 150 million Russian citizens were the collective author of the
narrative poem, it is written in a grandiose epic style that could only belong to Mayakovsky.

Gosizdat, the newly founded state publishing firm, delayed the poem’s publication for an entire

% |bid.
% Mayakovsky, “Domoi!,” in PSS, T. 7, 94.



66
year, and in the end it appeared in a print run of only 5,000 copies as opposed to the intended run

of 25,000.%" Lenin despised the poem, calling it “rubbish, [...] stupid beyond belief and
pretentious” and condemned it as an example of literary “hooligan Communism.”%
Mayakovsky’s verse foot soldiers were rejected by the state as Pushkin’s depiction of the Russo-
Turkish war in Journey to Arzrum was rejected by the state and literary establishment.

Assailed by unfreedom at the hands of censorship and literary bureaucracy, both Pushkin
and Mayakovsky turn to their legacies in their later poetry. Instead of writing odes in praise of
Alexander’s column or Russia’s victory in the Russo-Turkish war, Pushkin writes an ode in
praise of his own personal metaphysical monument: his immortal verse. Pushkin’s poetic
persona even boasts that his monument stands even taller than, and is therefore of greater
consequence than, Alexander’s column:

S naMmsaTHUK ceGe BO3ABUT HEPYKOTBOPHBIH,

K HEMY HEC 3apOCTCT HapOJHas TpoIia,

Bo3sHeccs BbllIe OH INIaBOK0 HENOKOPHOU

AﬂeKcaHﬂpHﬁCKOFO CTO.]'II'IS..99

[I erected a monument to myself not made by human hands, / The people’s path toward it
will never be overgrown, / It raised its defiant head higher than Alexander’s pillar.]

While Pushkin’s monument is chiefly metaphysical, Mayakovsky makes it a physical entity,
often industrial, at times corporeal. Being unable to achieve creative autonomy in their respective
lifetimes, both poets explore the possibilities of creative immortality to ensure a kind of freedom
through the posthumous vitality of their legacies. Blok’s invocation of Pushkin’s legacy through

his address to the Pushkin House in the Academy of Sciences—itself a monument to Pushkin—

%7 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 161.
% |enin cited in Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 162.
9 Pushkin, “Ia pamiatnik siebie vozdvig nerukotvornyi,...” in Sochineniia, T. 1, 586.
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implicitly connects the poet’s posthumous legacy with the concept of secret freedom. Blok’s

appeal to Pushkin in verse asserts his own creative autonomy, even in the face of oppression.

Mayakovsky’s many verse invocations of Pushkin and his legacy can likewise be viewed
as a defense of the poet’s creative autonomy. Mayakovsky mounts his defense by casting
Pushkin as his colleague and ally in the struggle between the unfreedom of literary bureaucracy
and the poet’s secret freedom. In so doing, Mayakovsky frees Pushkin from what he views as the
stagnation of his predecessor’s legacy. This posthumous stagnation is brought about by the same
literary bureaucracy that silences the poet during his lifetime. Mayakovsky appropriates
Pushkin’s monumental theme to reverse the process of stagnation on Pushkin’s behalf, as well as
his own. This reversal is an exercise in the poet’s secret freedom: before his death, the poet
encodes in his verse a guide for his descendants to follow in order to free him from his
entrapment within the tomb of monumentalism and bureaucratization. In the following chapter, |
will analyze the development of Mayakovsky’s dialogue with Pushkin’s monumental theme
throughout his oeuvre. In tracking the development of this theme, I intend to reveal

Mayakovsky’s process of exorcizing his anxieties about his posthumous legacy.
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Chapter 3: Mayakovsky’s lambs and Monumental Anxiety

The present chapter is devoted to analysis of Mayakovsky’s iambic Pushkinian poems.
These iambic dialogues with Pushkin’s legacy represent attempts by Mayakovsky to bring
Pushkin into his leftist avant-garde literary present, thereby replacing the tomb of Briusov’s
tombeau to Pushkin with a new, living, “resurrected” Pushkin. In order to accomplish this
resurrection through poetry, Mayakovsky first exposes the dangers of monumentalizing Pushkin
by setting up a reversal of Pushkin’s myth of the destructive statue. In this Mayakovskian myth
of monumentalization, figures once powerful in life become impotent in their statuary forms. If
their statues come alive at all, they are not feared like those in Pushkin’s mythos but are laughed
at and humiliated. Mayakovskian statues do not destroy, but the figures they are meant to glorify
are destroyed through the sanitizing, ossifying, emasculating process of monumentalization.

Having established the deleterious process of monumentalization, Mayakovsky begins to
use iambic poetry as a bridge over which Pushkin might step into the twentieth century and thus
be freed of his stagnant monumental form. lambs become a mutually intelligible poetic language
through which Mayakovsky draws parallels between Pushkin and himself. These connections
bring to light one of Mayakovsky’s greatest concerns: that his own legacy would meet the same
fate of monumentalization as Pushkin’s. In order to stave off this future outcome, Mayakovsky
uses the iamb in his final poems to affirm his legacy’s longevity and poetry’s power to abolish
death.
Mayakovsky’s Reversal of Pushkin’s Myth of the Destructive Statue

Mayakovsky’s iambic dialogue with Pushkin begins in earnest with the poem “To V. Ia.
Briusov as a memento” [«B. fI. BprocoBy Ha mamsTte»] (1916). The poem was prompted by

Briusov’s “completion” of Pushkin’s unfinished work “Egyptian Nights” [«Erunerckue Houm»]
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(1837), a poem that Mayakovsky rejected for reasons that become clear upon reading his

response to it:

Paz6os cien 3aTepsiH MPOYHO

BO ThME €TUINETCKUX HOYEH.

IIpoBepuB pykonuch

IIOCTPOYHO,

I'POLIYU OTCHINAT Ka3HAYCH.

Bositees BaM pokHa Kakoro?

Yro

npotuB — IlymkuHy umeTs?

Ero kynak HaBek 3aKOBaH

B CIIOKOMHYIO K 00ue mep! 10

[The trace of plunder is lost forever / in the darkness of Egyptian nights. / Having

checked the manuscript / line by line, / the treasurer poured out the coins. / What do you

have to fear? / What / could Pushkin have against it? / His fist is

forever fettered / in bronze impassive to insult!]
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona metaphorically describes Briusov’s addendum to Pushkin’s work
as “plunder” in the first line of the poem. The metaphor’s tenor is revealed more decisively in the
third line, in which the persona describes a treasurer, presumably at a publishing house, “having
checked [Briusov’s] manuscript / line by line.” As pointed out by Kevin Reese in his study of
Mayakovsky’s iambic relationship with Pushkin, Briusov’s seemingly illicit exchange of money
for the manuscript in the poem mirrors the Italian improvisor’s desire for money in Pushkin’s
story.% Mayakovsky’s rejection of Briusov’s attempt is based on his implication that, in
“completing” the work, Briusov was motivated by financial concerns rather than artistic ones.

Apart from Mayakovsky’s disdain for what he perceived as Briusov’s base motivations, this

poem contains another, more essential component: Mayakovsky’s anxiety associated with the

100 Mayakovsky, “V. Ia. Briusovu na pamiat’,” in PSS, T. 1, 123.

101 Kevin Reese, ““Without Pushkin I Cannot Go to Sleep’: Maiakovskii’s lambic Dialogues with
Pushkin” (paper presented at the Association for Slavic, Eastern European, and Eurasian Studies
conference, Washington, DC, November 2016).
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monument’s torpidity. This anxiety frequently finds expression through iambic meter in

Mayakovsky’s works.

Mayakovsky’s poem to Briusov is written in iambic tetrameter—Pushkin’s most
frequently used meter. Combined with the poem’s regular and relatively simple rhyme scheme,
the meter is clearly meant to evoke Pushkin’s metric idiom. It also echoes the meter Briusov uses
in his poetic addendum to “Egyptian Nights,” making Mayakovsky’s condemnation all the more
pointed. Mayakovsky berates Briusov condescendingly by showing that he, too, is capable of
writing poems in iambic tetrameter. At surface level, this poem’s meter might seem to reflect
only its Pushkinian subject matter and Mayakovsky’s rejection of what he saw as Briusov’s
exploitation of Pushkin for his own gain. However, the significance of the iambic meter goes
beyond Mayakovsky’s reproach of Briusov. This poem is our first clue in cracking the personal
code of Mayakovsky’s iambs, which reveal his preoccupation with the poet’s posthumous
legacy. An essential part of this preoccupation is Mayakovsky’s rejection of the monument as the
embodiment of the poet’s immortality.

In his article “The Statue in Pushkin’s Poetic Mythology” [«CTaTys B HO3THYECKOH
mudomnorun [ymkuna»] (1937), Jakobson describes Mayakovsky’s peculiar relationship with
Pushkinian statues and monuments:

The motif of the statue constrained and fettered by immobility, polemically set against

the Pushkinian myth of its majestic peace, takes on exceptional strength in Mayakovsky.
In his poetry, addresses to Pushkin are inextricably linked with the theme of the statue.!?

102 Roman Jakobson, “Statuia v poeticheskoi mifologii Pushkina,” Lev Sobolev. Obrazovatel nyi
sait, accessed November 10, 2018, http://sobolev.franklang.ru/index.php/pushkin-i-ego-
vremya/212-r-0-yakobson-statuya-v-poeticheskoj-mifologii-pushkina.
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Jakobson characterizes Mayakovsky’s treatment of the monumental theme as a reversal of the

Pushkinian theme. Mayakovsky’s poem to Briusov adheres to this pattern. However, the contrast
Mayakovsky creates here is not between his own depiction of the statue in stagnation and the
Pushkinian ideal of the imposing, peaceful statue. Rather, Mayakovsky interrupts and reverses
Pushkin’s myth of the destructive statue. In the Briusov poem and other poems on similar
themes, Mayakovsky both implicitly and explicitly references the foremost texts of Pushkin’s
oeuvre containing the myth of the destructive statue: The Bronze Horseman and “The Stone
Guest.” Mayakovsky’s anxiety regarding the fate of his posthumous legacy reveals itself through
this intertextual dialogue.

Within Mayakovsky’s poem to Briusov, Pushkin’s imprisonment in a monumental form
allows Briusov’s brazen and unauthorized completion of the poet’s unfinished work. Being thus
trapped, Pushkin is incapable of defending himself against what Mayakovsky interprets as
Briusov’s assault on Pushkin’s legacy. Here, Mayakovsky draws a parallel between the
eponymous monument to Peter the Great as depicted in Pushkin’s The Bronze Horseman and
Opekushin’s monument to Pushkin. In Pushkin’s work, Peter the Great’s statue comes alive in
response to Evgenii’s despairing threat after a flood and chases him all over Petersburg:

«J1oOpo, cTpouTens 4y JOTBOPHBII! —

Hlennyn oH, 37100HO 3aApOXKaB, —

Vaxo Tebde!..» U Bapyr cTpeMrias

bexatp nmycruiics. [lokazanocs

Emy, uTo rpo3Horo uaps,

MraoBeHHO THEBOM BO3rops,

JIu1o TMXOHBKO 00paIaioCh...

W oH o momany mycrou

bexxuT u capimmT 3a co00it —

Kak 6ynTo rpoMa rpoxoTanbe —

TspKeno-3BOHKOE CKaKaHbe

I1o noTpsicCeHHON MOCTOBOM.
W, o3apen nyHoro 6yie1HOM,
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IIpocrepuu pyKy B BBILIUHE,

3a HuM HeceTcsa Becagauk MeaHbIi

Ha 3BoHKO-cKauymeM KoHe. .. 10

[“Fine then, O wonder-working builder!” / He whispered, trembling with spite, / “Just

you wait...!” And suddenly, headlong, / he began to run. It seemed / To him, that the

terrible tsar’s face, / Flaring up with anger in an instant, / had stealthily begun to turn... /

And along the empty square / he runs and hears behind him— / like the rumbling of

thunder— / a heavy-ringing gallop / upon the quaking pavement. / And, illumined by the

pale moon, / extending his arm on high, / Behind him rushes the Bronze Horseman / On

his resoundingly galloping steed...]
Evgenii—the powerless victim—verbally threatens the perceived aggressor—the statue—in an
act of total desperation. The roles of victim and aggressor are reversed in Mayakovsky’s poem.
Here, the victim is the monument—Pushkin’s posthumous existence as a statue “fettered in
bronze” makes him as powerless to control his fate as Evgenii in Pushkin’s poem. However,
Briusov’s attempt to finish “Egyptian Nights” presents a threat entirely different from Evgenii’s
futile menace against Peter’s statue. According to Mayakovsky, Briusov’s “plunder” of
Pushkin’s work threatens Pushkin’s legacy because it strips away the vital freedom of the poet’s
creation. The ironic question of Mayakovsky’s poetic persona concerning “Egyptian Nights”—
“What could Pushkin have against it?”—reminds us that the deceased poet, being immortalized
in bronze, has no autonomy over his own work. He cannot keep his work for himself, because
Briusov has built Pushkin a “tomb,” to use Lipking’s metaphor of the tombeau. Mayakovsky
rejects both of Pushkin’s monumentalizations depicted in his poem: the static powerlessness of

the monument and the death of the deceased poet’s autonomy as represented by Briusov’s ending

of “Egyptian Nights.”

103 pyshkin, Mednyi vsadnik, in Sochineniia, T. 2, 183.
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In order to delve more deeply into Mayakovsky’s understanding of the concept of

monumentalization in this early period of his career, | will examine the differences between
Mayakovsky’s and Pushkin’s depictions of the statue come alive. In the fragment from The
Bronze Horseman I cited previously, the metallic sound of Peter’s statue as it pursues Evgenii IS
reflected by the repetition of the adjective zvonkii: “sonorous, resounding.” The ringing of the
horse’s metal hooves on the cobbles is compared to “the rumbling of thunder.” The physicality
of the monument itself lends it more power through sound: it makes the pavement shake. In
contrast, the statue of Pushkin in Mayakovsky’s poem is utterly devoid of both motion and
sound. Its extreme inertness is made conspicuous by comparison to Pushkin’s depiction of
Peter’s statue. Still more telling is another implicit parallel Mayakovsky draws in his poem to
Briusov between the addressee and Don Juan from The Stone Guest.

In Pushkin’s “little tragedy,” Don Juan manages to arrange a rendezvous with Dona Anna
after his return to Madrid. Within sight of the statue memorializing Dona Anna’s late husband,
the Commander, Don Juan and his servant Leporello joke about what the dead man will think of
his widow’s forthcoming seduction:

Jlenopemnno
A xomMaH0p? YTO CKaXeT OH 00 3TOM?
Hon I'yan

Tsl gyMaenib, OH CTaHET pEeBHOBATh?

VY BEPHO HET; OH YEJIOBEK pa3yMHbIN

U, BepHO, mpucMuUpen ¢ TeX nop, Kaxk yMep.104

[Leporello: And the commander? What will he say about this?

Don Juan: You think he will be jealous? / Most likely not; he is a reasonable person /
And has likely become subdued since he died.]

104 pyshkin, Kamennyi gost’, in Sochineniia, T. 2, 469.
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In his rejection of Briusov’s additions to “Egyptian Nights,” Mayakovsky casts Briusov as a kind

of Don Juan, who freely takes ownership of the deceased poet’s poetic property once he is dead
and unable to object, just as Don Juan sets out to seduce the Commander’s widow now that her
husband is dead. In Pushkin’s tragedy, Don Juan orders Leporello to invite the statue of the
Commander to his own widow’s seduction. The statue unexpectedly accepts the invitation,
arriving to Dona Anna’s and bringing about Don Juan’s demise. As with Peter the Great’s statue
in The Bronze Horseman, the figure of the Commander in statue form possesses great physical
power and an electrifying presence. In fact, the strength and awe-inspiring appearance of the
Commander’s statue far surpass those of his former, mortal existence. Don Juan reflects on this
very fact when he sees the Commander’s statue for the first time:

ITopa 6 yx el npuexats. be3 Hee —

pl AYMA0 — CKYYa€T KOMaHAO0p.

Kaxum oH 31€ch npeacTaBieH UCIOIMHOM!

Kaxkue nneun! yto 3a I'epkynec!..

A cam NOKOMHUK Mas ObLI U LIEAYLIEH,

311ech, CTaB Ha IBITIOYKHU, HE MOT OBl PYKY

Jlo cBOEro oH HoCy AOTAHYTH. %

[It's time for Dona Anna to arrive. Without her, / I think, the Commander is languishing. /

What a titan he is rendered as here! / What shoulders! What a Hercules...! / But the

deceased himself was small and feeble, / Here, standing on tiptoe, he could not have /

reached his own nose with his hand.]
In Pushkin, a human’s monumentalization renders him more powerful and thereby more capable
of retribution against and destruction of those who have offended him. In Mayakovsky’s poem to
Briusov, Pushkin’s rendering as a monument has the opposite effect. Instead of taking his

revenge on Briusov for his impudence, Pushkin’s statue remains motionless. Instead of being

empowered by his encasement in bronze, Pushkin is trapped by it.

195 1hid., 463-464.
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A similar fate of monumental impotence befalls the statue of Peter the Great in

Mayakovsky’s poem “The Last Petersburg Fairy Tale” [«[Tocnennss [TerepOyprckast ckaska»|
(1916), written the same year as his poem to Briusov. In it, the Bronze Horseman and his
statuary counterparts the horse and the serpent descend from their plinth out of envy of the lavish
dinners given at the nearby Hotel Astoria in modern-day Petrograd:

Crout nmneparop Ilerp Benukuii,
TyMaer:

«3anupyro Ha IPOCTOpE A!» —

a psaoM

TIOJT TIbSIHBIE KITUKU

CTPOUTCS TOCTUHHIIA «ACTOPHSI.

Cuser T'OCTHHHIIA,

3a 00egom 00es oHa

Jaer.

3aBUCTbHIO C TPAHUTA CHST,
CJIC3 UMIICpaTop.

Tpoe MeaHbIX

CJIa3AT

TUXO,

4T00 HE CITyTHYTh Cenar.1%®

[Emperor Peter the Great stands, / he thinks: / “I shall celebrate upon this expanse!” / but
nearby / to the tune of drunken shouts / the Hotel Astoria is being built. / The

hotel shines, / it holds one luncheon / after another. / Loosened from his granite by envy, /
the Emperor dismounts. / The bronze three / climb down / quietly, / so as not to scare the
Senate.]

The first lines of the poem explicitly parallel the first lines of Pushkin’s The Bronze Horseman,
but the events depicted within represent a complete reversal of Pushkin’s myth of the destructive

statue. Rather than finding a city still firmly under his power, Peter’s statue finds his creation to

106 Mayakovsky, “Posledniaia peterburgskaia skazka,” in PSS, T. 1, 128.
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be almost unrecognizable—no longer Petershurg, but Petrograd.'®” Instead of striking fear into

the hearts of Petersburg-dwellers, as with Evgenii in The Bronze Horseman, the statues remain
unnoticed by those dining in the hotel until the horse mistakes drinking straws for hay and
attempts to eat them.1%® The three statues, having left the hotel in shame of their ineptitude within
this new era, flee back to their plinth to the sound of the city’s laughter. The reversal of
Pushkin’s myth of the destructive statue in this poem makes it a particularly effective parody. At
the same time, Mayakovsky’s lines contain an undercurrent of melancholy that emerges at the
end of the poem.

Like Pushkin in Mayakovsky’s poem addressed to Briusov, Peter’s existence in “The
Last Petersburg Fairy Tale” is defined by a lack of potency due to his imprisonment within
monumental form. The poem’s final lines cement the parallel between Pushkin’s monument as
depicted by Mayakovsky and his portrayal of Peter the Great’s statue:

U BHOBB nMniepaTop

CTOHUT 0€e3 CKUIICTpA.

3Mei.

YHBIHBE Yy Jiomaau Ha MOpJe.

N nukrto He novimet Tocku [letpa —

Y3HUKa,
3aKOBAHHOTO B cOOCTBEHHOM Topoe. 1%

[And once again the Emperor / stands without his scepter. / The serpent. / Despondency
on the horse’s muzzle. / And no one will understand Peter’s yearning ache— / that of a
prisoner, / chained in his own city.]

107 Although the city’s name was changed from Petersburg to Petrograd in 1914, two years
before the poem was written, the poem’s title draws attention to the fact that what Mayakovsky
calls Petersburg is Petersburg no more.

108 Ipid., 129.

199 Ipidl.
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Mayakovsky’s slant-rhyming of “scepter” (skipetra) and “Peter’s yearning ache” (toski Petra)

draws special attention to the ineffectualness of Peter’s statue, lending it an acute sense of loss.
In life, Peter the Great was a large, powerful, and vigorous man who built the Russian Navy and
oversaw the construction of a new Russian capital upon a swamp. Trapped in monumental form,
he loses both the city that he built and his own power along with it.

Both Pushkin and Peter the Great are “forever fettered in bronze” in Mayakovsky’s
poetic universe. He even uses the same past passive participle—zakovannyi—to describe their
plight. The poetic personae of both poems express sympathy for the powerful figures trapped
within statues, despite the fact that the poems differ widely in both content and form. Despite its
efficacy as a rejection of Briusov’s “Egyptian Nights,” Mayakovsky’s poem to Briusov extends
beyond the generational squabble between the Symbolists and the Futurists. While it is an adept
parody of one of the foremost literary klassiki and exemplifies Mayakovsky’s use of innovative
imagery and rhyme, “Fairy Tale” is not simply a Futurist revitalization of a classic theme. Both
poems address a problem essential to Mayakovsky’s work. Monumentalized creators—in this
case, Peter and Pushkin—are inevitably dispossessed of their creations. Pushkin no longer has
control of his works, just as Peter loses his authority over his city. Considered in this context, it
1s no mystery that Mayakovsky’s poetic personae feel sympathy for both Pushkin and Peter.
Mayakovsky fears that, after his death, his own process of monumentalization will allow outside
forces to lay claim to his own body of work, thus robbing him of his secret freedom and his
legacy.

If the same underlying anxiety is present in both of these poems, why does only one of
them contain iambic meter? Both poems respond to Pushkin thematically. If the Pushkinian

theme were the only reason for Mayakovsky to use iambs in the Briusov poem, why not use
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them in the later poem, as well? | argue that there is a reason for the metrical discrepancy

between the two poems. While Mayakovsky sympathizes with the plight of Peter’s statue, his
poetic persona cannot relate to a deceased tsar in the same way he relates to a deceased poet. His
poem to Briusov presents the first example of Mayakovsky relating to Pushkin as if to an equal.
Mayakovsky’s depiction of Peter, in contrast, is characteristically irreverent. While a similar
impertinence can be felt in his address to Briusov, another poet, no such sneering can be found at
Pushkin’s expense. Rather, there is the sense that Mayakovsky reclaims the verse form in the
name of Pushkin’s legacy, countering Briusov’s iambic addendum to Pushkin’s work with his
own poem in iambic meter.

The iamb itself becomes a means of emancipation from the stagnating force of
monumentalization. Though Pushkin remains encased in bronze in the poem’s final lines,
seemingly beyond the reach of any attempt at revitalization, it is through Mayakovsky’s iambs
that the problem of the poet’s posthumous death is brought to light. In Mayakovsky’s later
poetry, iambic meter will develop into more than a means of reclaiming and revitalizing
Pushkin’s legacy. In the early twenties, Mayakovsky uses iambic meter to establish connections
between Pushkin and himself in order to fully bring his predecessor into the fold of the early
Soviet avant-garde. Mayakovsky carries out this intention chiefly in his poem “An Extraordinary
Adventure...,” which I briefly addressed in the previous chapter, and in “The Jubilee Poem,”
which, though composed largely in Mayakovsky’s characteristic accentual verse, contains key
iambic passages and comprises an essential part of Mayakovsky’s amicable dialogue with

Pushkin as a fellow member of the revolutionary literary vanguard.
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Mayakovsky’s lambic Dialogue with Pushkin

“To V. Ia. Briusov...” and “The Last Petersburg Fairy Tale” are not the only poems in
which Mayakovsky transforms Pushkin’s myth of the destructive statue. As | discussed in my
first chapter, Michael Wachtel specifically describes “An Extraordinary Adventure...” and “The
Jubilee Poem” as subverting this myth. Despite this similarity to the poems I discussed in the
previous section, the subversion of the destructive statue myth is not the focus of these later
poems. Rather, these poems depict the development of a poetic relationship between Pushkin and
Mayakovsky from its first uncertain blossoming to a mature, intimate confidence and trust.
Mayakovsky’s use of iambic meter plays an important role in the development of this
relationship.

“An Extraordinary Adventure” is one of very few poems from Mayakovsky’s post-
revolutionary career written almost entirely in iambic meter. The poem’s unconventional
arrangement on the page belies its traditional structure; it is composed of quatrains with
alternating lines of iambic tetrameter and trimeter with a regular AbAb rhyme scheme. This form
is based on a ballad form used by different poets in the Romantic era, notably Pushkin in his folk
ballad “The Bridegroom” [«XKenux»] (1825) and Vasilii Zhukovskii in his translation of
Gottfried August Biirger’s Lenore (1773). In his later political poem “The Ballad of Gallant
Emile” [«bamnana o mobmectaom Dmumie»] (1922), Mayakovsky borrows this same folk ballad
structure to satirize Belgian socialist lawyer Emile VVandervelde’s defense of the anti-Bolshevik
Socialist Revolutionaries at their internationally publicized trial. In this context, the folk ballad
becomes a scornful sneer, its parodic use of high-flown poetic language dripping with irony:

3ampu, Hapoa! JIroOyiics, Tux!

IIneTn BeHKU U3 JIUIINN.
I'pemu 0 Banaepsenbae cTux,
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o0 no6ectHoM Dmie! MO

[Halt, people! Delight, be silent! / Braid wreaths of lilies. / Thunder a verse
of Vandervelde, / of gallant Emile!]

Mayakovsky creates yet another parody of the folk ballad in “An Extraordinary Adventure.”
However, rather than using the parody to ridicule and belittle, as in “The Ballad of Gallant
Emile,” Mayakovsky uses the ballad structure in this poem as a means of exploring his
relationship with his greatest poetic predecessor. While the poetic speaker may initially regard
the Sun with scorn, he ultimately finds common ground with him, and no trace of ironic distance
is to be found by the parodic ballad’s harmonious end.

In the second chapter of this study, I described the affinity the poetic persona discovers
between himself and the Sun with regard to unfreedom. Through conversation, the Sun and
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona are able to realize their kinship. This poem marks the first time
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona engages with Pushkin the poet on a personal level. It shows, in a
condensed way, his speaker’s journey from opposition to Pushkin as the distant, archaic “Sun of
Russian Poetry” to acceptance of him as a colleague and even to a deeper friendship. At first, the
persona regards the Sun with disdain and envy, as from his perspective, the Sun seems to have a
leisurely existence that contrasts sharply with his own. Then, when the Sun calls the persona’s
bluff and appears at his dacha for tea, he is frightened and awed, until the Sun emits an unusual
“clearness” that puts him at ease:

Uept nepHyI1 Aep30CTH MOU

opatb eMy, —

CKOH(YyXeH,

s CC€JI Ha YT'OJIOK CKaMbH,

6010Cch — He BBIILIO O XyxKe!
Ho crpannas u3 conHia scey

110 Mayakovsky, “Ballada o doblestnom Emilie,” in PSS, T. 4, 38.
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CcTpyuiach, —

U CTCIICHHOCTH

3a0bIB,

CHXY, pa3sroBOPsCh

C CBCTUIIOM l'IOCTGHCHHO.111

[The devil prodded my impudence / to yell at him— / flustered, / | sat on the corner of

my bench, / fearing that it couldn’t be worse! / But from the Sun a strange clearness /

streamed, / and forgetting / my gravity, / | sit, conversing / with the celestial body little by

little.]
This strange clarity, which seems to be an essential component of the Sun’s being, contradicts
the early Futurist proclamation that “the Academy and Pushkin are more unintelligible than
hieroglyphs.”*'? Once Pushkin appears to Mayakovsky as a living being, it becomes clear that his
lack of intelligibility to twentieth-century poets has nothing to do with his essential qualities but
results from the bureaucratization and monumentalization of his legacy. Mayakovsky turns the
worn-out cliché of Pushkin as the Sun into his own Mayakovskian hyperbole of visualized
metaphor. Uncharacteristically for Mayakovsky, this hyperbolic metaphor leads to a cheerful
end, standing in stark contrast to the poet’s frequent use of the same literary technique to depict
scenes of violence and suicide.

Once the poetic persona and the Sun begin to talk in earnest, the persona discovers that
he and the Sun have much in common. This affinity ultimately leads to true friendship by the end
of the poem. The shift from mere acceptance of his predecessor to intimacy occurs on a metrical
level in the poem. The only non-iambic line in the entire poem occurs in the final line of the

following “quatrain,” in which the Sun remarks to the poet that they are a pair:

U ckopo,
IpyxObl HE Taf,

111 Mayakovsky, “Neobychainoe prikliuchenie...,” in PSS, T. 2, 37.
112 David Burliuk et al., “Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu (1912),” FUTURISM.RU,
accessed May 8, 2021, http://futurism.ru/manifest/1912_slap.html.
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OBI0 I10 IJIeYy €ro .
A coiHIE TOXE:
«TwI ga 1,

Hac, ToBapuI, asoe [...]». 113

[And soon, / not hiding our friendship, / I slap him on the shoulder. / And the sun, too: /
“You and I, / of us, comrade, there are two.”]

This line is composed of three trochaic feet, a complete reversal of the established iambic
trimeter. The marked shift in stressed syllables makes the line stand out from those surrounding
it. The entire poem has been building up to this point: the moment in which the Sun and the
poetic persona realize the true depth of their kinship and join together to fight the forces of
darkness and death.

This poem represents a landmark in Mayakovsky’s poetic career. Whereas he had
previously concerned himself with Pushkinian themes in a more distant way, as in “To Briusov
as a Memento” and “The Last Petersburg Fairy Tale,” his poetic persona first enters into
dialogue with Pushkin himself only in this poem, albeit through the metaphorical stand-in of the
Sun. As I discussed in the second chapter of this study, the kinship between the two poets is
centered around their mutual struggle with producing state-sanctioned art. Mayakovsky develops
and complicates his affinity with Pushkin through another direct poetic dialogue with his
predecessor in “The Jubilee Poem.” The focus of this dialogue shifts from the challenges of
working within the confines of unfreedom toward Mayakovsky’s ultimate question: the poet’s
posthumous legacy.

In “The Jubilee Poem,” the poetic persona addresses Opekushin’s monument to Pushkin

on Tverskoi Boulevard in Moscow. The poem contains several instances of iambic meter, the

113 Mayakovsky, “Neobychainoe prikliuchenie...,” in PSS, T. 2, 37.
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first of which occur in the following lines at the beginning, in which Mayakovsky’s poetic

persona introduces himself to Pushkin’s statue:

Haiite pyky!
Bot rpynnas kierka.
Caywaiite,
yKe HE CTYK, a CTOH,;
TPEBOXKYCH 5 O HEM,
B IIICHKa CMHUPEHHOM JIbBEHKE.
SI HuKora He 3HaI,
9TO CTOJIEKO
TBICSTY TOHH
B MO€i1
II030PHO JIETKOMBICIION rososenke. 1

[Give me your hand! / Here is my ribcage. / Listen, / no longer a knock, but a moan; / |

worry about it, / a subdued lion cub turned into a puppy. / | never knew / that there

were so many / thousands of tons / in my / shamefully light-minded little head.]
Mayakovsky’s speaker establishes a connection to Pushkin by echoing him in the very first line:
his taking the hand of Pushkin’s statue inverts the ending of “The Stone Guest,” in which the
statue of the Commander grips Don Juan’s hand before dragging him to his death. This role
inversion is accompanied by a marked difference in tone. Mayakovsky replaces the horror of
Don Juan’s fate at the hands of the Commander with a friendly, or even touching, scene between
two colleagues: one human, and one statue.

When Mayakovsky’s poetic persona says “Here is my ribcage” after taking the hand of
Pushkin’s statue, we imagine him placing the statue’s metal hand on his heart. As Kevin Reese
points out, these lines immediately spark a sense of intimacy—both physical and emotional—
between Pushkin and his poetic persona:

[Mayakovsky’s speaker] describes the “contents” of his heart and head in iambic

hexameter: the cmown in his chest—his iambic heartbeat—is a lion cub that has
transformed into a puppy; his light-minded head is weighed down by thousands of tons.

114 Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoie,” in PSS, T. 6, 47.
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This brief iambic “interior monologue” could be characterized as an attempt by

Maiakovskii’s poet to meet “Pushkin” on his own terms, to put him at ease by saying in

essence that, “my blood also has iambs in it.” Note that these lines are all spoken while

the poetic speaker is holding Pushkin’s hand to his chest: this is a physically intimate
moment, metrically intensified.*
It is at this moment of intimate connection that Pushkin’s statue comes alive. As a result of the
metrical connection Mayakovsky makes with Pushkin, the two poets are able to “talk” on an
equal footing (Pushkin, not fully able to escape from his monumental form, remains silent). After
this first encounter, Mayakovsky is able to help Pushkin down from his pedestal, and the two
poets set off together.

From the beginning of the poem, we sense Mayakovsky’s belief that only he is qualified
to enjoy such an intimate relationship with Pushkin. He is convinced that only he could have
caused Pushkin’s statue to come alive. This point of view resonates with Mayakovsky’s goal of
freeing Pushkin from the stagnation of his legacy. If Mayakovsky is the only one who can truly
see beyond the layers of academic dust and bureaucratic bowdlerizing that cover Pushkin’s
legacy, then it follows that he is the only one who can exist on an equal footing with him and
inject life back into his monumentalized posthumous existence.

The following excerpt includes the other major iambic section of “The Jubilee Poem,” in
which Mayakovsky’s poetic persona argues that Pushkin would be right at home at his leftist
avant-garde literary journal LEF, even asserting that he would make Pushkin a co-editor:

Brutn 6 KUBBI —

CTajau OBl
o Jledy copemaxrop.
51 6B1
1 aruTKn

BaM JIOBEPUTH MOT.
Pa3 OnI mokazai:

115 Reese, “Without Pushkin I Cannot Go to Sleep.”



85
— BOT TaK-TO MOIJI,
U Tak-TO...
BE1 6 cMoriu —
y Bac
XOPOILHH CIIOT.
S1 nan ObI Bam
KHUPKOCTh
U CyKHa,
B pekiamy 0
BBIIAI
TYMCKHX JaM.
(A naxe
IMOOM
MOJICFOCIOKHY I,
4TOO TOJBKO
OBITE
npusTHei Bam.)M®

[If you were alive, / you would become / a co-editor at LEF. / | could / even / entrust /

agitprop to you. / I would show you how once: / “do it like this, / and like that...” / You

could manage—/ you have / a good turn of phrase. / I would give you / materials / and

cloth, / into advertising / | would distribute / the ladies of GUM. / (I even / cajole you

/ in iambs, / just / to make / things nicer for you.)]
In The Unlikely Futurist, James Rann argues that Mayakovsky’s attitude toward his predecessor
in this poem is “double-edged, revealing elements of essential kinship between Pushkin and the
Futurists, but also downplaying Pushkin’s alleged mastery and establishing the Futurists as more
suitable tutors for the new generation.”*'” This excerpt of the poem certainly contains overtones
of a patronizing attitude toward Pushkin. However, the poetic speaker’s patting Pushkin on the
head need not be read so straightforwardly: his irreverence might be interpreted as performative
machismo rather than an actual sense of superiority. Not wishing to seem too in awe of Pushkin,

the poet keeps him at arm’s length in this passage, displaying vacillations between heartfelt

intimacy and nonchalant praise. This dynamic is on full display in the following excerpt from the

116 Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoe,” in PSS, T. 6, 53-54.
117 Rann, The Unlikely Futurist, 160.
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poem, in which Mayakovsky’s poetic persona flippantly pretends to misremember a bit of

Onegin’s letter to Tat’iana in Eugene Onegin, only to betray his intimate knowledge of the work
by accurately reciting the final couplet of the stanza in question:

Kak s3To
y Bac

roBapuBaia Omnbra?..
Ha ne Onpra!

W3 [MMCHhMa

Onernna x TaTesnHe.
— Jleckars,
MYX y Bac
nypak
U CTapbli MEPHH,
s 1100JII0 Bac,
OyabTe 00s13aTENbHO MOH,

sl ceryac xe

YTPOM JI0JIKEH OBITh YBEPEH,

4TO C BaMH JJHEM YBUIKYCh 5[.—118

[What was it / you had / Olga say? / No, not Olga! / From the letter / from Onegin to
Tat’iana. / Something like / “Your husband / is a fool / and an old gelding, / I love you, /
you must be mine, / right this minute / in the morning | must be certain, / that you and |
will meet in the afternoon.”]
Despite the speaker’s irreverent attitude toward Pushkin, his admiration and affinity for his
predecessor makes itself felt throughout the poem. He goes so far as to make Pushkin a co-editor
at his leftist avant-garde literary journal, revealing the extent to which Mayakovsky saw his
predecessor as an equal in poetic gift and craft. Mayakovsky’s speaker has an implicit trust in
him; despite Pushkin’s lack of familiarity with Communism and the Soviet literary climate, the
speaker assures him that, with only a little guidance, he would be a natural at writing agitation

propaganda poetry. The poetic persona even uses iambic meter to coax Pushkin into agreeing to

this hypothetical plan.

118 Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoe,” in PSS, T. 6, 51.



87
Although the last four lines of this excerpt are arranged in Mayakovsky’s characteristic

lesenka, they stand out from the surrounding lines due to their meter and rhyme. In fact, these
lines present a complete quatrain of iambic tetrameter with an aBaB rhyme scheme. In the line
following this excerpt, the poetic persona states that Pushkin would have to “give up the lisping
iamb” in order for their hypothetical plan to become realized. Mayakovsky’s opinion at this time
that iambic poetry hindered poetic innovation certainly did not prevent him from writing his final
poems in iambic meter, as | will address in the final section of this chapter.

The speaker’s suggestion that Pushkin give up iambic meter, as well as his parenthetical
meta-prosodic comment about his own use of iambs, echoes the beginning of Pushkin’s comedic
narrative poem The Little House in Kolomna [«/Tomuk B Konomue»] (1830). Pushkin’s narrator
begins the poem by defending his decision to abandon his typical form of iambic tetrameter for
octaves of iambic pentameter with the complex rhyme scheme AbAbAbCC:

YeThIpecTOMHBIN SMO MHE HaJI0€:

WM numer Beskuid. Manbuukam B 3a0aBy

[Topa 6 ero octaButh. S xoTeN

Z[aBHBIM-,[[aBHO MPUHATBHCA 34 OKTaBY.

A B camoM fienie: st ObI CoOBJaien

C tpoiineiM co3ByuneM. Iynrycs Ha cnaBy!

Benb pudmbl 3a11pocto co MHOM KUBYT;

JIBe IpUAYT caMU, TPETHIO HpI/IBezLyT.119

[’m sick of iambic tetrameter: / Everyone writes in it. For child’s play / it’s time to leave

it behind. I’ve been wanting / to take up the octave for ages. / And really, | would master

/ the triple thyme. I’ll embark for glory! / Rhymes are completely at home with me; /

Two will arrive on their own and bring a third.]

The entire poem being tongue-in-cheek; it is clear that Pushkin did not actually mean to give up

iambic tetrameter. His narrator’s statement reflects self-awareness of the author’s poetic craft.

119 pyshkin, Domik v Kolomne, in Sochineniia, T. 3, 136.
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Throughout the poem’s first eight octaves, the narrator pointedly uses prosody to draw the

reader’s attention to the form of Pushkin’s composition. In other words, Pushkin “lays bare the
device,” illustrating the Formalist concept of ostranenie eighty-seven years before Shklovsky
would first describe and name the phenomenon in Art as Device. By echoing one of Pushkin’s
most poetically innovative works, the speaker strengthens his assertion that Pushkin would thrive
in the literary milieu of the twenties. He also strengthens the kinship existing between himself
and Pushkin, which will extend into the distant future through both poets’ legacies.

Having assured himself and Pushkin of his predecessor’s qualifications to work in the
leftist avant-garde literary circle, Mayakovsky’s speaker is brought down to earth by the
realization that this hypothetical plan cannot be brought to fruition. The fact of Pushkin’s death
makes any true collaboration between the two poets impossible. Mayakovsky’s speaker laments
this reality and suggests that only he is capable of fully appreciating the loss:

Moxer,
o
OJIUH
JEMCTBUTEIIBHO JKAJIEH0,
YTO CETrO/Hs
HETY BacC B )KMBBIX.
MEHe nipu Ku3HU
C BaMH
CrOBOpUTHCA O HAJIO.
Cxopo BOT
u s
ympy
u Oy1y HeM.
[Tocne cmeptu
HaMm
CTOATH ITOYTH YTO PATOM:
BHI Ha Ile,
a s Ha oM. 1%

120 Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoe,” in PSS, T. 6, 51.



[Maybe / 1 / alone / really am sorry / that today / you are not among the living. / >

During your lifetime, we / would have had to / make arrangements. / Soon / even | / will

die / and become mute. / After death / we / will stand almost side-by-side: / you at “P,” /

and I at “M.”’]

The poetic persona’s realization that his plan will not come to fruition is accompanied by a
reflection on his own mortality. Not only will he die, but, like Pushkin, he will become a mute
statue as a result of monumentalization. After death, he will be reduced to standing next to
Pushkin only alphabetically, as a silent name on a list of Russian poets. Later on, he expresses
annoyance that the poet Nadson comes between himself and Pushkin alphabetically and insists
that he should be moved to the letter shch [mr], which is closer to the end of the alphabet. This
mild protest would allow Pushkin and the speaker to remain physically close to each other after
death, while keeping the forces of monumentalization and bureaucratization intact.
Mayakovsky’s speaker proposes a more effective protest at the end of the poem: exploding his
own statue with dynamite.

Later in Mayakovsky’s career, his poems will put forth a new antidote to monumental
stagnation: man-made anti-monuments that allow for physical resurrection in the distant future.
This immortalization program would allow Pushkin and Mayakovsky to collaborate in the flesh
into eternity. | will explore this program in the fourth chapter of this dissertation. The next
section of the current chapter concerns Mayakovsky’s final unfinished poems, which feature
iambic meter more prolifically than any other segment of his poetic output. | present these

fragments as the fully realized final phase of Mayakovsky’s reflection on his legacy. lambic

meter is an essential component of these final reflections.
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Mayakovsky’s Harmonium

In The Life of the Poet: Beginning and Ending Poetic Careers, Lawrence Lipking
describes the poet’s reevaluation of his life’s work in his chapter on “harmonium”: a term
derived from a working title of Wallace Stevens’ final volume of collected poems. The
harmonium is a “summing-up,” a poet’s retrospective reflection on his or her career at a remove
from the individual poems and the circumstances surrounding their composition. “Focusing on
the pattern of the whole, an aging poet may find he needs new glasses. [...] Books must be held at
a distance. And the change in vision can result in some curious methods of reading. [...] certain
pages begin to fade, while others stand out in sharp relief.”*?! Do Mayakovsky’s unfinished final
poems conform to this characterization of harmonium, or does his particular poetic mission
contravene this approach? As Jakobson illustrates in “On a Generation that Squandered Its
Poets,” Mayakovsky’s preoccupation with metaphorical suicide in his poetry ultimately became
realized in life. In this sense, his poetic career and death by suicide exemplify Lipking’s
statement that “every poem is an epitaph.”?2 If this statement is true, then how can we label
Mayakovsky’s final unfinished poems—which could very well not have been final, had the poet
decided not to pull the trigger—as a harmonium?

One possible answer is that we designate the final poems as a harmonium simply by
virtue of their being the final poems. The reader interprets the final poems in the context of the
poet’s death, which changes their reading completely. Lipking writes that “last works, like last

words, have a special aura of authenticity.”*?® Such an aura might be nothing more than an

121 |_ipking, Life of the Poet, 66.
122 |pid., 67.
123 | bid.
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incautious critic’s biased reading. In Mayakovsky’s case, however, the aura is genuine. Written

for the occasion of Mayakovsky’s exhibition “20 Years of Work,” his unfinished long poem At
the Top of My Voice was intended to present the poet as the most prominent poetic voice of his
time, whose legacy would live on into the distant future.

Mayakovsky had faced criticism from many detractors in the latter part of his career. His
play The Bathhouse had failed spectacularly among critics and the public, the splintering of LEF
in 1928 had placed him at odds with other writers and friends of his circle, and his move toward
advertising slogans and topical verse and away from lyric poetry had compromised his stature as
a poet. At the Top of My Voice and the accompanying exhibition were meant to reestablish his
position as a great poet and to inspire admiration from those who had doubted him. The
exhibition itself was a kind of harmonium: a representation of Mayakovsky’s collected works
curated by the poet himself. In order to create the exhibition, Mayakovsky had to distance
himself from his entire body of work and view it as a continuum rather than a collection of
disparate poems. By summing up his own poetic career in this way, Mayakovsky enters the
world of the harmonium, opening himself up to such questions as: “What have I accomplished?
Who am I as a poet? What is my legacy?”

These questions are integral to the Horatian monumental theme, which Mayakovsky
borrows from Pushkin in many of the poems I have already discussed in this study. The concept
of poets building monuments to themselves demands the same type of perspective as the
harmonium: the poet’s retrospective view of their own work, with an eye to establishing a
particular legacy. In my first chapter, I discussed Lipking’s concept of the tombeau, the poem of
commemoration written for the deceased poet by their poetic heir. At first glance, the concept of

the monument seems like it should fit into the paradigm of the tombeau: monuments are often
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placed on tombs. However, the Horatian monument is erected by the poet himself during his

lifetime. Instead of allowing the descendant to place a monument, to create an epitaph, Pushkin
and Mayakovsky state the meaning of their legacies in their own words.

Mayakovsky and Pushkin both write their own legacies in iambic meter. When broken
down line by line, greater than fifty percent of At the Top of My Voice is iambic, with the
majority of the lines being in iambic pentameter.'?* The poem begins in Mayakovsky’s usual
accentual verse, with the poetic speaker calling out to his future readers:

YBakaemble
TOBapHUIIU OTOMKH!
Posics
B CErOJIHSIIHEM
okameHeBIieM r[oBue],
HalluX JIHEeW u3yuas MOTEMKH,
BBI,
BO3MOKHO,
crpocuTe u 000 MHE.
W, BO3MOXHO, CKa)XeT
Balll y4EHBIM,
Kpos dpyauLuen
BOIIPOCOB PO,
YTO JKWJI-JI€ TAKON
eBell KUIISTUYEHOU
W sApel1ii Bpar BOAbI CHIPOM.
[Tpodeccop,
CHUMUTE OYKHU-BeJocUnen!
S cam pacckaxy
0 BpeMEHU

u 0 cebe.1?®

[Respected / comrade descendants! / Digging / in today's / petrified shit, / studying the
obscurity of our days, / you, / possibly, / will ask even about me. / And, perhaps, will say
/ your scholar, / covering with erudition / a swarm of questions, / that there lived / a
singer of boiled water / and a vehement enemy / of stagnant water. / Professor, / take off
your bicycle-glasses! / I myself will tell / about time / and about myself.]

124 This percentage is based on my own calculation of the ratio of iambic to non-iambic lines in
the poem.
125 Mayakovsky, Vo ves’ golos, in PSS, T. 10, 279.
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At the poem’s very outset, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona begins creating a legacy for himself. He
describes himself from the perspective of his readers in the distant future, who may only have a
nebulous understanding of who Mayakovsky the poet really was. After this introduction,
Mayakovsky’s speaker spends the rest of the poem educating his descendants about what kind of
poet he is, and what kind of poetry he writes. This summing-up of his poetic career is the heart of
the poem. Its thematic content reflects Mayakovsky’s paramount concern at the time the poem
was written: proving to himself and others that he was still a great poet and would be
remembered as such. At the same time, this section of the poem is also its iambic core.

The iambic section of the poem begins in earnest when the poetic persona makes
definitive statements about the nature of his poetry. He repeats the words “my verse” at the
beginning of a line three times in succession. This use of anaphora amplifies the intensity of the
lines, giving them insistence and volume, while the switch to iambic meter signals that we have
arrived at the heart of the poem:

51 x BaM nipuy

B KOMMYHHUCTHYECKOE JIAJIEKO

HE TakK,

KaK IIECEHHO-eCEHEHHbIHN IMPOBUTHAS3b.

Moii cTux DOMaET

yepe3 XpeOThl BEKOB
" 4CpEe3 I'OJIOBLI
IMO3TOB U MPABUTCIILCTB.

Moii cTux nouaeT,

HO OH JOMAET HE TaK, —

HC KaK CTpCiia

B aMypHO-JIMPOBOU 0XOTE,
HE KaK JOXOJUT

K HyMHU3MaTy CTEPLIMICS MATAK
¥ He KaK CBET yMepIIuX 3B&31 noxoaut.

126 1hid., 281.



[I will come to you / in the Communist distance / not / as a sing-song Esenin-like hero. ?4

My verse will reach you / across the mountain ranges of centuries / and over the heads of

poets and governments. / My verse will reach you, / but it will not reach you as / an arrow

/ in an amorous, lyrical hunt, / not as a smooth-rubbed coin reaches the numismatician, /

and not as the light of dead starts reaches you.]

The poetic persona creates an equivalence in these lines between himself and his
poetry—his verse will live on into the distant future, therefore he himself will achieve
immortality. This metaphorical equivalence between immortality of the poet and his poetry is
also present in Pushkin’s Horatian ode, of which Mayakovsky’s poem is a thematic descendant.
As I will discuss in the second section of the present chapter, much of Mayakovsky’s later poetry
is devoted to his conception of physical immortality. He takes up the established metaphor of
poetic immortality and makes it a material necessity. The poetic persona’s implication in At the
Top of My Voice that he will attain immortality through his poetry is a manifestation of this idea.
The most extreme version of this concept appears in Mayakovsky’s final unfinished poems, in
which poetry is made synonymous with living flesh. I will address this aspect in the second
section of this chapter.

In the passage | cited previously, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona continues to describe his
poetry apophatically, giving a list of similes that describe the antithesis of his poetry’s essence.
His verse is neither like the overused cliché of Cupid’s arrow, nor like a coin rubbed smooth
from over-circulation, nor like the light of dead stars that reaches the earth centuries after they
explode. In other words, the speaker presents his poetry as being both ancient and fresh to future
generations—the inevitable passing of time will not diminish its immediacy.

After describing how his poetry will not appear in the future, Mayakovsky’s poetic

persona continues by describing what it will do and how it will be, transitioning from apophatic
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to kataphatic similes. Through his characteristic visualized metaphors, he compares his verses to

a Roman aqueduct and to ancient, but still deadly, weapons:

Moii ctux
TPYJIOM
rpoMajy JIeT IPOPBET
U SIBUTCS
BECOMO,
rpy6o,
3puMo,
KAk B HAIlld JHU
BOILIEN BOIOITPOBO,
cpaboTaHHBII
emé pabamu Puma.
B xypranax xuwr,
MMOXOPOHUBIINX CTHX,
KEIJIe3KU CTPOK CIIy4aliHO OOHapy KuBasl,
BEI
C YBOKEHUEM
OLIYNBIBANTE HX,
KaK cTapoe,
HO Tpo3Hoe opyxkue.?’

[My verse / through labor / will rip open the bulk of years / and appear / weighty, / rough,
/ visible, / as into our times / the aqueduct entered, / constructed / by the slaves of Rome. /
In barrows of books, / in which my verse is interred, / casually uncovering the iron of my
lines, / you / with respect / touch them, / like an old, / but terrible weapon.]
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona presents his verse as a kind of anti-monument that defies the
forces of bureaucratization and monumentalization. Like the Roman aqueduct and the ancient
weapon, his poetry will be preserved through time. It will not become decrepit and irrelevant, but
will remain vital and urgent. Mayakovsky’s use of adjectives to describe his verse in the previous
passage—"“weighty,” “rough,” and “visible”—highlight its potency. Here Mayakovsky returns to

the Cubo-Futurist understanding of the self-sufficient Word. His characterization of his poetry as

“rough” recalls the Futurists’ primitivism in their reconstruction of poetic language. This

127 Mayakovsky, Vo ves’ golos, in PSS, T. 10, 281-282.
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comparison also fits metaphorically: Mayakovsky’s speaker connects primitive, yet deceptively

sophisticated things—a Roman aqueduct and ancient weapons—to his own poetry. The
incongruity created between the awesome, ancient constructs of Mayakovsky’s verse and their
future context recalls the Formalist concept of estrangement. The contrast between
Mayakovsky’s verse and the future reality in which it will appear will “rip through the mass of
years,” forcing the future reader to experience poetry as if for the first time. The vitality and
immortality of the literary Word are the focus of this section of the poem, and will become the
focus of his final unfinished poems.

Despite Mayakovsky’s hearkening back to his Futurist roots, his use of epic, larger-than-
life imagery in the poem places it firmly within the realm of the classical ode. Combined with the
prevalence of the iamb within the poem’s structure, this clear harkening back to classical
imagery and the monumental topos connects the poem to Pushkin’s monumental ode “I erected a
monument to myself not made by human hands....” At the same time, the lines carry the
unmistakable markers of Mayakovsky’s authorship: the innovative slant rhymes, the striking
visualized metaphors, and the characteristic lesenka. However, the unconventional visual
formation of these lines belies their metric simplicity. If one were to rearrange them into stanzas,
they would look no different from any other quatrains of iambic pentameter with an alternating
rhyme scheme. One has only to scratch the surface of the poem for the classical structure and
meter to come shining through, thus illustrating the great extent to which Mayakovsky invokes
his poetic predecessors.

Michael Wachtel argues that even the effect of Mayakovsky’s lesenka is connected to
the classical Russian poetic tradition, as it stresses the importance of poetic declamation:

Ironically, even Mayakovsky’s fascination with declamation (which for him justified
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lesenka) was not novel, for it developed the ideas of the most venerable and canonic of
Russian poets—the eighteenth-century odists. As Mayakovsky’s contemporary Iurii
Tynianov demonstrated, the work of these poets had a marked oratorical orientation.
Lomonosov, for example, put such emphasis on the act of recitation that he even
developed a series of conventional gestures that the poet was to employ as an
accompaniment to his verses. It is noteworthy that stylized hand gestures were an integral
part of Mayakovsky’s own performance practice. Most importantly, like most eighteenth-
century odes, Mayakovsky’s lesenka verse was written with a “tendency”—either to
glorify, to commemorate, or to excoriate.?®

The intent of the lesenka in the case of At the Top of My Voice changes depending on the
intended target of the lines in question. The poem’s occasion being an exhibition to mark twenty
years of Mayakovsky’s poetic career, it certainly carries commemorative weight. At the same
time, the poem glorifies the poet and his work, while also scorning the destructive
commemoration and glorification of poets that results in the stagnation of their posthumous
legacies. At the Top of My Voice is the culmination of Mayakovsky’s thematic dialogue with
Pushkin’s Horatian ode; his poetic persona presents his own vision of poetic immortality, which
both builds on and diverges from Pushkin’s monument.

The monumental theme arises most prominently later in the poem. Mayakovsky’s poetic
persona personifies his verse as the many soldiers who have died and who will continue to die in
the service of building Communism. These heroic dead must have a monument worthy of them.
Echoing Pushkin’s monument “not made by hands,” this monument is not made of bronze or
“marble slime,” but is socialism “built in battles”:

[lyckaii

3a TCHUAMU
OE3yTEITHOI BIOBOM
IIJIETETCA CJiIaBa
B ITIOXOPOHHOM Mapui€ —

YMpPH, MOH CTHX,
YMpH, KaK psJI0BOH,

128 \Wachtel, Development of Russian Verse, 211-212.
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Kak O0€3bIMSHHBIC
Ha WTypMax MEPJIM HaIu!
MHe HamieBaTh
Ha OpPOH3BI MHOTOITY/IbE,
MHE€ HarujieBaThb
Ha MPaMOpPHYIO CJIU3b.
Coutémcs cnaBow —
BEAb MBI CBOH K€ JIFOAU, —
IyCKal HaMm
00IIMM MTaMATHUKOM OyIeT
MMOCTPOEHHBIN
B 005X
cormammsm. %
[Let / behind the geniuses, **° / like an inconsolable widow, / glory drag herself / along in
the funeral march— / die, my verse, / die like a soldier, / as our unnamed men / perished
in attacks. / | don’t give a damn / about the great heaviness of bronze, / I don’t give a
damn about / marble slime. / We’ll each get our own share of glory— / we’re not
strangers, after all— / let our / collective monument be / socialism / built / in battles.]

Notably, Mayakovsky’s speaker counts himself among those who will die in the effort to bring
about the ideal Communist future. This preoccupation with martyrdom for the revolutionary
cause is present in Mayakovsky’s early poetry. In A Cloud in Trousers, the poetic persona
proclaims that he will turn his soul into a bloodied banner in aid of the imminent revolution. By
including himself among those who sacrifice their lives for the Communist cause, Mayakovsky’s
speaker depicts socialism as both a collective and personal “monument.” Like Pushkin’s
metaphorical monument, socialism itself is not tangible. However, the things that build it—
verses (made of sound, written on the page), human beings, factories, labor—are all physical and

quantifiable. The classical, purely metaphysical monument becomes a constructed phenomenon

129 Mayakovsky, Vo ves’ golos, in PSS, T. 10, 283-284.

130 The word “geniuses” in this passage has several possible referents: it could refer to the
progenitors of socialism and communism, Hegel and Marx, whom Mayakovsky names in the
preceding lines, those who died in the literal and figurative battle for socialism, or simply the
collective whom the “collective monument” memorializes in the final lines.
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in Mayakovsky’s poetry, like the Roman aqueduct to which he compares his verse earlier in the

poem.
Not only the monument metaphor, but the verse form of Pushkin’s poem differs from
Mayakovsky’s At the Top of My Voice in an essential way. Pushkin’s poem is in a form of the
alexandrine, which, in the Russian tradition, consists of six iambic feet with a caesura after the
third foot, with pair rhymes alternating between feminine and masculine. Wachtel describes
Pushkin’s use of the alexandrine in the afterword of his book on the development of Russian
verse:
[The Russian alexandrine] first became popular among Russia’s eighteenth-century poets,
where it was the meter of choice for any number of genres. However, it lost its privileged
position in Pushkin’s time, when the iambic tetrameter became dominant. Pushkin
continued to use the alexandrine throughout his career, but never did he favor it until his
very last years, when he suddenly turned to it in a series of major philosophical
poems. 13
Pushkin’s Horatian monumental ode is one of his major philosophical poems composed in the
Russian alexandrine. The form of the alexandrine carries a solemnity that ties Pushkin’s verse to
that of his predecessors, who wrote their own poems on this same theme, including Batiushkov,
Derzhavin, Lomonosov, and Horace. Mayakovsky uses his own variation of the alexandrine in
his final unfinished poems written before his suicide.
The most complete of the unfinished poems are the final two in the cycle: “Past one
o’clock...” [«Y3ke BTOpOIA...»] and “T know the power of words...” [«S] 3Hat0 CHITy CITOB...»]
(1930). Like At the Top of My Voice, each of these poems exemplifies Mayakovsky’s departure

from purely accentual verse toward classical prosody. They also signal the poet’s embrace of

classical poetic genres: the metaphysical ode and elegy. The metaphysical ode of the eighteenth

131 Wachtel, Development of Russian Verse, 254.
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century, invented by Lomonosov, is marked by the speaker’s contemplation of the divine and

universal, in contrast to panegyric odes written in praise of a monarch or on the occasion of
military victories. It retains from the panegyric ode the element of solemn oratory, which, as
Wachtel argues, remains present in Mayakovsky’s later poetry through the lesenka.

In the transition from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century, the metaphysical ode lent
some of its characteristics to the elegy. While often still focused on the lyric hero’s attempts to
understand the universe around him or her, the elegy is narrower in scope, and concerns the poet
as individual, who very often endures loss and suffering. Mayakovsky’s unfinished poems
include both elements of the metaphysical ode and the elegy; their combination of two separate
poetic voices—of intimate lamentation and contemplation of the universal and eternal—create a
bridge between the two classical genres. Mayakovsky’s manipulation of meter in these poems
reveals the interplay between the two. Despite its lack of punctuation and spacing, the regular
rhyme scheme reveals that the unfinished poem “Past one o’clock” is composed of three stanzas
of four lines each:

Ve BTOpOi JOKHO OBITH ThI JIETJia

B Houn MieunyTs cepeOpsiHoit Okoro

S He cnenry ¥ MOJIHMSIMH TeJIErPAMM

MHe He3aueM TeOst OyAUTh U OECTIOKOUTH

KaK roBOpsAT MHOUACHT UCIICPUYCH

M000BHAs JI0JIKa pa30mIach O ObIT

C 100011 MBI B pacyeTe U He K 4YeEMY IepEUEHb

B3aUMHBIX OoJiei 6e 1 o0u T

ThI MOCMOTpH Kakasi B MUpPE TUIIb

Houp 00110%u11a He0O 3BE3HON TAHBIO

B TAaKHME€ BOT YacChbl BCTACIIb M TOBOPUIIIL

BCKaM HCTOPUHU U MI/IpO3Il2lHI/IIO132

132 Mayakovsky, “[Neokonchennoe],” in PSS, T. 10, 287.



[Past one o'clock you must have gone to bed / The Milky Way flows like the silver Oka101
in the night / I’m in no rush and telegrams of lightning / I will not send to wake and \
trouble you / as they say the incident is played out / love’s boat smashed on the daily
round / You and | are even and there is no use / for a list of mutual pains slights and
insults / Just look what silence is upon the world / Night has laid a starry tax upon the sky

/ in just such hours one stands and speaks / to centuries to history and all creation]

The poem’s complex metrical structure illustrates Mayakovsky’s facility in stretching
aspects of classical poetry to fit his own particular aesthetic. He uses pure iambic pentameter in
the first two lines, in which the speaker implicitly compares his sleeping lover to the Milky Way
galaxy. On a superficial reading, these first two lines seem to have little to do with one another:
the first focuses on the intimate personal details of the speaker’s life, the second concerns
existence on a grand scale. However, this poem, like much of Mayakovsky’s poetry, elevates the
personal to the level of the universal. These two iambic lines emphasize the equivalency
Mayakovsky draws between the individual—himself in particular—and the universe as a whole.
By placing the personal concerns of his poetic persona alongside the eternal and abstract,
Mayakovsky blurs the line between the metaphysical ode and the elegy.

The poem’s third and fourth lines are in iambic hexameter: the alexandrine meter used by
Pushkin in his philosophical poems, which could also be characterized as nineteenth-century
variants of the metaphysical ode due to their solemn contemplation of the eternal. Mayakovsky’s
use of the alexandrine here is entirely focused on the profoundly personal: the poetic persona
addresses his distant lover, assuring her that he will not “wake and trouble [her]” with “the
lightning of telegrams.” By using the traditionally lofty alexandrine to depict the intimate details
of a relationship, Mayakovsky once again raises the personal to the level of the existential.

Toward the middle of the poem, the iambic meter begins to break down. In the fifth line,

Mayakovsky creates an amalgam of poetic feet: two iambs (kak govoriat), an anapest (intsidént),
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and an amphibrach (ispérchen). This shift from binary to ternary meter constitutes a substantial

rhythmic shift, not unlike that of a musical composition switching from 4/4 to 3/4 time. |
interpret this shift as a transition to the heart of the poetic speaker’s distress: the failure of his
romantic relationship. The iamb’s solemn serene loftiness cannot adequately communicate the
persona’s despair, so he begins to switch to the less composed, yet still traditional, ternary meter.
The transition is completed in the sixth line, which is entirely in amphibrachic tetrameter:
liubovnaia lodka razbilas’ o byt. Mayakovsky’s poignant metaphor of the “love boat smashed
against the daily round,” combined with the stark metrical change, contrasts sharply with the
poem’s first lines. No longer are individual concerns elevated to the universal; the reader is
brought sharply down to earth, confronted with the inexorable influence of byt, just like the lyric
speaker. The acute sense of loss in this line of the poem marks it as resting entirely within the
elegiac mode. The same is true of the seventh line, also in amphibrachic tetrameter, in which
Mayakovsky’s persona continues to lament that his relationship with the addressee has ended. In
the poem’s final lines, the poetic persona steps outside of his suffering, returning to his
existential contemplation of the first lines. The reappearance of iambic meter signals this change.
Mayakovsky’s use of both iambic pentameter and the alexandrine meter in the poem’s
last four lines indicate a metrical return to the poem’s beginning. Does the content of these final
lines echo that of the first? Rather than addressing his lover, as he does in the opening,
Mayakovsky’s persona turns outwardly, addressing “the centuries,” “history,” and “all creation.”
The poems ends here, without indicating what exactly the persona intends to say in his address to
existence. Once again using the solemnity of the metaphysical ode, he prepares the reader for

something to come: a condensed summing up of his poetic career along the same thematic line as
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At the Top of My Voice. This summing up follows in the fifth and final unfinished poem, and the

last poem Mayakovsky ever wrote, 13

The metrical basis of “I know the power of words” is the alexandrine. Unlike the poem
that precedes it, it is entirely composed of iambs. It concerns not only the immortality of the
literary Word, thematically echoing At the Top of My Voice, but also the Word’s ability to bring
about physical resurrection:

51 3HarO CHITy CJIOB 5 3HAIO CJIOB HA0aT
OHH HE Te KOTOPBIM PYKOILICIIYT JIOKH
OT cJI0B TaKMX CPBIBAIOTCS TPOOa

IIaraTh Y€TBEPKOK CBOMX JTyOOBBIX HOKEK
briBaeT BBIOpOCAT HE HareyaTaB HE U3/1aB
Ho c10BO MYHTCS IOATSIHYB MOANPYTH
3BEHHT BEKa M ITOJIIOJI3AI0T I0e3/1a

JIM3aTh O33HU MO30JIUCTHIC PYKH

A 3Har0 cwity cnoB [msiauTest mycTakom
OmnaBIiIM JICTIECTKOM 101 KaOJTyKaMu TaHIa
Ho genoBex aymoii ry6amu kocTakom >

[I know the power of words | know of words’ alarm / They are not those that earn the
crowd's applause / From words like these the coffins come alive / to march on quartets of
their oaken legs / At times discarded not printed or published / Still the word rushes on,
having tightened the cinch / it rings out for ages and trains crawl forward / to lick the
calloused hands of poetry / I know the power of words It looks like nothing / A fallen
petal crushed beneath the dance’s heels / But it is human in soul, in lips, in its bones]

The poem is composed almost entirely in the alexandrine meter: only two of its eleven lines have

a number of iambs other than six. The change in meter from “Past one o’clock...” coincides with

a change of tone. Both metrically and tonally, this poem rests more firmly within the bounds of

the genre of the metaphysical ode; it lacks the fluctuations in meter and tone that give the other

133 Not including Mayakovsky’s suicide note, which incorporates altered lines from “Past one
o’clock....”
134 Mayakovsky, “[Neokonchennoe],” in PSS, T. 10, 287.
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poem its sense of the lyric persona’s tortured emotional range. The persona’s individuality finds

expression in a different manner in “I know the power of words....”

Mayakovsky’s use of anaphora in the poem’s first line highlights the continued
importance of the individual in his poetry. His persona’s repetition of the phrase “I know” (la
znaiu) at the beginning of lines and at the caesura emphasizes that he alone is the authority on the
poem’s subject—the immortality of the Living Word. Here Mayakovsky evokes the Romantic
topos of the Poet-Prophet: the lonely figure who, through his poetic gifts, possesses arcane
knowledge of the universe. As I have already discussed in the context of his “20 Years of Work”
exhibition, Mayakovsky certainly felt misunderstood by Soviet society and his own peers toward
the end of his life. Through this poem, Mayakovsky brings the Poet-Prophet topos alive in a new
way. His lyric persona asserts that he alone sees the literary Word’s potential for metaphorical
and physical resurrection. This poem is a reassertion not only of Mayakovsky’s poetic gifts,
which had been brought into question during the 1920s, but also an affirmation of his most
urgent poetic project: bringing about immortality for himself and his greatest predecessor by
fighting the stagnating forces of bureaucratization and monumentalization.

The poem’s second line continues the Poet-Prophet topos, combining it with the similar
theme of the poet who is at odds with the crowd. It illustrates that Mayakovsky’s lyric persona is
not concerned with “earn[ing] the crowd’s applause”; the literary Word’s true power does not
proceed from the approval of outsiders, but from the Word itself. In the following line,
Mayakovsky’s persona asserts that the true power of the literary Word lies in its ability to give
life to inanimate objects—in this case, coffins. The image of coffins walking on their “oaken
legs” evokes Mayakovsky early Cubo-Futurist works, particularly the scene of the “Revolt of

Things” from Vladimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy, in which inanimate objects come alive and
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wreak havoc on the City and its inhabitants. The “Revolt of Things” is Mayakovsky’s metaphor

for the Futurist liberation of literary language from its old, worn-out associations. Through this
image, Mayakovsky revisits Futurist aesthetics, recasting them in the light of his entire body of
work and his poetic legacy.

In the following lines, Mayakovsky’s speaker clarifies his conception of the literary
Word. It is not limited to print on the page; the Word is sometimes “discarded,” “neither printed
or published,” but it rushes ever forward into the future. Here, Mayakovsky brings in the concept
of the oral Word versus the written Word. When unwritten poetry is committed to memory and
retold anew to each generation, it lives on into the future, achieving immortality for itself and its
author. In Mayakovsky’s poetic universe, however, the oral Word does not rely on people to
keep it alive; it lives on in and of itself. This characterization contrasts with Mayakovsky’s
metaphors in At the Top of My Voice. In that poem, the persona declares to his future
descendants that they will touch “the iron of [his] lines” like ancient, but still-deadly weapons. In
the later poem, the Word is not metaphorically embedded within written lines or books. Instead,
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona describes literary language as an autonomous living being.

As frequently occurs in Mayakovsky’s poetry, metaphor morphs into metaphor, image
into image, thus creating a thematic progression of ideas. This approach allows the speaker to
transition seamlessly from one idea to the next, often without the reader realizing precisely how
the transformation occurred. This phenomenon occurs with the walking coffin: first, the image of
the coffin walking on four legs changes into a running horse, which the Word rides onward,
“having tightened the cinch.” The next image compares the unpublished Word to a bell that
“rings out for ages.” Despite this comparison of literary language to a seemingly inanimate

object, we get the sense that the bell is not being rung by an outside force. It produces the sound
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of ringing of its own volition, bringing us back to the concept of the autonomous oral Word.

Then, the image of the rushing horse turns into the trains that “crawl forward to lick the
calloused hands of poetry.” The Word’s power to transform objects from solemn stand-ins for
death, like the coffin, to symbols of technological advancement, like trains, reflects its ability to
propel things forward in time. Poetry continually updates objects, themes, and people to reflect
the times. In contrast to At the Top of My Voice, the speaker of this poem presents his poetry not
as an ancient relic to be discovered by future generations, but as an agent of radical
transformation. The walking coffin represents the Word’s ability to resurrect the dead. The
coffin’s continued transformation signifies the Word’s power to go even further: to create life.

Continuing his metaphorical depictions of the Word’s true power, Mayakovsky’s persona
explicitly compares it to a human being for the first time. In the eighth line, he likens poetry to a
workman with calloused hands. Through this metaphor, Mayakovsky introduces the poem’s
Christological element. The image of poetry as the calloused-handed workman evokes Christ the
carpenter. It hearkens back to Mayakovsky’s poem “The Poet-Worker” [«IToaT pabounii»]
(1918), in which the poetic persona asserts that the poets are not decadent wordsmiths or social
parasites, but laborers first and foremost: they “work the oak of people’s heads.”**® In “I know
the power of words...,” poetry itself becomes the agent of this labor—its hands are calloused
from developing the minds and hearts of the people. In “The Poet-Worker,” Mayakovsky
invokes Christ’s exhortation to His disciples that they should become “fishers of men”:

Koneuno,

IIOYTCHHAas BCIIb — pBIGa‘-II/ITB.

BrrTanurts ceTh.

B cetsx ocetpsi 6!
Ho Tpyn nostoB — no4reHHsbIN maye —

135 Mayakovsky, “Poet-rabochii,” in PSS, T. 2, 18.
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JIIOJIeH )KUBBIX JIOBUTH, a HE p1316.136

[Of course, / it is an honorable thing, to fish. / To drag in the net. / Let there be sturgeon
in the nets! / But the labor of poets is even more honorable: / to catch human beings, and
not fish.]
Here, Mayakovsky explicitly equates the work of Christ and the disciples to the work of poets.
They all use the power of language to bring about change in people’s souls. In the case of
Christ’s followers, this change ultimately brings about their resurrection and eternal life in
Heaven. Mayakovsky uses Christological imagery in his late poetry to illustrate how the poet and
the literary Word facilitate a different kind of resurrection and immortality.

Mayakovsky’s particular resurrection exists on two different levels in this poem. First,
there is the resurrection of “dead” poetic language, the hearkening back to the poet’s Cubo-
Futurist beginnings that | have already described. Second, there is the poet’s metaphorical
resurrection through the unfailing vitality and urgency of his poetry, which delivers him from
obscurity. In this poem, Mayakovsky recapitulates the Horatian monumental theme without
mentioning a monument at all—the Word itself becomes the monument that allows for the poet’s
immortality. By combining these two conceptions of resurrection and eternal life, Mayakovsky
presents a summing up of his poetic career, from anarchic rebellious Cubo-Futurist to an
engineer of souls. His use of the alexandrine throughout the poem reinforces the connection to
the Horatian theme: Pushkin’s monumental ode is also written in the alexandrine. Not only does

Mayakovsky recapitulate his career in this poem, but he also connects himself to a long line of

poetic succession, joining the ranks of other poets who attained immortality before him.

136 1bid.



108
In the final “quatrain” of “I know the power of words...,” Mayakovsky uses anaphora to

restate his persona’s knowledge of the Word’s power in a new way. A subtle shift in tone occurs
at this point in the poem. The poetic persona declares that “[the Word] looks like nothing, / A
fallen petal crushed beneath the dance’s heels,” contrasting its many capabilities already
enumerated by him with its deceptively simple appearance. The metaphor of the crushed flower
petal evokes a tenderness that has not been present in the poem up to this point. Its comparative
pathos points to the lyrical tendency of Mayakovsky’s poetry, which some of his contemporaries
had censured as antithetical to the leftist avant-garde project of revolutionary literature. Clare
Cavanagh addresses the Soviet literary bureaucracy’s rejection of Mayakovsky, pointing out that
despite Kornei Chukovsky’s assertion in a well-known 1920 lecture that Mayakovsky and
Akhmatova represented diametrically opposed cultural and poetic impulses, both poets suffered
similar treatment at the hands of Soviet literary critics:
For all their cultural and ideological differences, [...] both poets were diagnosed with
variants of the same disease by Soviet critics in the twenties. This illness took the form of
incurable lyricitis, though its name varied depending upon the patient. Mayakovsky
suffered throughout his brief lifetime from chronic “mayakovskovitis” (maiakovshchina),
while Akhmatova was apparently plagued for decades by contagious “akhmatovitis”
(akhmatovshchina) requiring extended periods of enforced isolation.*’
Mayakovsky perceived that his “lyricitis” had to be cured if he wanted to continue to
write poetry in the Soviet Union. During his final days, he even submitted to a program of “re-
education” at the hands of RAPP, as Shklovsky testifies in his account of his last meeting with

the poet.3® Mayakovsky wanted, on some level, to assimilate into the political and literary

milieu at this time, but this poem reveals an unwavering dedication to his own

137 Clare Cavanagh, Lyric Poetry and Modern Politics: Russia, Poland, and the West (New
Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2009), 23.
138 Shklovsky, O Maiakovskom, 218.
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“mayakovskovitis.” He opposes the literary bureaucracy’s critical reception of his poetry to his

speaker’s understanding of the Word’s true power. The crowd’s acceptance signifies little when
the Poet-Prophet has received the Word from the literary tradition of the past and transmits it into
the future.

The final lines of this poem present a strong response to those who criticized
Mayakovsky’s approach to revolutionary poetry. Here, Mayakovsky goes beyond Pushkin’s
prophet, whom the voice of God commands to “burn the hearts of people with the Word.” In
Pushkin’s poem, literary language has the power to transform humans. In Mayakovsky’s poem,
not only does the Word transform, but it becomes human in and of itself. The poetic persona
proclaims in the final line that the Word “is human in soul, in its lips, in its bones.” Mayakovsky
builds on the biblical theme of Pushkin’s poem, thus completing the work his predecessor’s
Poet-Prophet began. While critics opposed his attempts to build a state-sanctioned version of
Communism through poetry, Mayakovsky was creating his own ideal of revolutionary poetry:
poetry that abolishes death.

In the Christian tradition, the biblical prophets prepare the way for Christ’s coming
through their Word—Dboth their oral proclamations and the written Scriptures. Christ is the Word
made flesh, as described in the Book of John: “And the Word was made flesh, and dwelt among
us, (and we beheld his glory, the glory as of the only begotten of the Father,) full of grace and
truth.”*3° Like the biblical prophets, Pushkin’s Poet-Prophet uses his Word to prepare the way for
a new existence, in which the Word is “made flesh.” If Pushkin’s poem exists in a kind of Old

Testament time, Mayakovsky’s poem represents New Testament time. In it, the covenant of

139 Jn 1:14 KJV.
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transformative literary language put in place by Pushkin is fulfilled. The Word reaches its full

potential, and becomes human, thus ensuring a future resurrection.

At this point, one might ask why Mayakovsky uses biblical and christological imagery so
prominently in a poem summing up his own poetic legacy. Throughout his oeuvre, he depicts
God in terms ranging from the dismissive to the antagonistic. However, his poetic personae
depict themselves as Christ figures in some of his earliest poems, years before Blok placed Christ
at the head of the Bolshevik “apostles” in The Twelve [«/IBenanuars»] (1918). Mayakovsky
borrows elements of Christian theology and incorporates them into his conception of the building
of a Communist utopia. While Mayakovsky inherited the tendency to borrow religious imagery
from the Symbolist tradition, he makes it his own, creating his own Mayakovskian theology.

Mayakovsky’s poetic personae are often ineffectual, impotent versions of Christ, as in
Vladimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy. Their tragedy lies in their failure to establish a new world
order. Instead of becoming martyrs for the revolutionary cause, Mayakovsky’s Christ figures
martyr themselves through suicide. This theme reasserts itself in the long poem about About
This, when the poetic persona sees a version of himself standing on a bridge over the Neva, and
identifies him as “the savior”:

Bon

OT 3aCTaBbl
NIOCT YCIIOBCUCK.

3a 1mrarom miar BbIPACTACT KOpOTKHﬁ.
Jlyna

TOJIOBY BIIpaBuJia B BCHUYUK.
S yrosopro,

yT00 celuac xe,
4100 B JIOIKE.
DTO — cHacurelb!
Bun Nucyca.

CriokoitHbIN U TOOPHIiA,
BEHYAHHBIN B JTyHE.
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OH Onmxe.
JIuto momomoe 6e3yco.
Cogcem ne Ucyc.
Hexwneii.
FOmneit. 14

[There / from the barrier / a little man walks. / His short figure grows with every step. /

The moon / has set a crown on his head. / I’ll persuade / him to immediately / get into a

boat. / It’s the savior! / The appearance of Jesus. / Tranquil and kind, / crowned in the

moon. / He comes closer. / The young face is unbearded. / It’s not Jesus at all. / More

tender. / Younger.]
The man on the bridge undergoes several subsequent transformations, until he becomes a boy
preparing to kill himself with a razor. The wind snatches away his suicide note, and the poetic
persona thinks to himself: “How much / like me he looks! / Horrible.”*! Thus the radiant savior,
whose fate it is to sacrifice himself for the good of all creation, becomes an ineffectual reflection
of the despairing poetic persona. He desires to save himself and humanity by bringing about a
new existence in an ideal Communist future, but utterly fails to do so. Due to the poet’s inability
to establish a transformed human existence, the Word takes over the immortality project and
succeeds where the poet cannot. It is the true “Christ,” appearing in human form to accomplish
the posthumous immortality described by the poets who came before, from Horace to Pushkin.

Mayakovsky accomplishes two aims through this final fragment. First, he establishes the
connection between his pursuit of immortality and that of his forebears, especially Pushkin. By
taking up the ancient theme of the eternal monument, Mayakovsky places himself at the end of a
long line of poetic succession. At the same time, he presents an entirely new interpretation of this

theme, in which the monument becomes the living “Word made flesh.” Combined with its

intertextual dialogue with Pushkin’s “Prophet,” Mayakovsky’s novel interpretation reinforces the

140 Mayakovsky, Pro eto, in PSS, T. 4, 155.
141 1bid., 156.
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poet’s assertion that he alone understands the true meaning of Pushkin’s poetry and legacy.

Through this understanding, Mayakovsky effectively revitalizes Pushkin’s posthumous legacy,
thereby completing Pushkin’s quest for immortality through poetry and “resurrecting” him.
Second, Mayakovsky affirms the transformative quality of his entire body of poetry and
of the poetic tradition as a whole. His persona presents literary language as a powerful force
capable not only of propelling his legacy into the future, but of raising the dead. Such
convictions contrast sharply with the state of Mayakovsky’s affairs near the end of his life. His
persecution at the hands of the literary bureaucracy and the public’s growing lack of
understanding of his work did not bode well for his future posthumous legacy. Mayakovsky’s
brand of revolutionary literary language was falling out of favor as the canonization of Socialist
Realism loomed on the horizon. In a last-ditch effort to protect himself from the malignant force
of the literary bureaucracy, Mayakovsky makes one last poetic statement in defense of his art.
The strong presence of the lyrical impulse in Mayakovsky’s final poems indicates that he
considered the lyric to be an essential part of his legacy. Based on the poet’s notebooks, it is
clear that both the introduction to At the Top of My Voice and the unfinished fragments were
being written simultaneously.'*? Mayakovsky’s friends have stated that he intended the
fragments to be part of a second introduction to the long poem—a lyrical introduction.'*® The
language and imagery of the fragments supports this fact: they are unquestionably lyrical in
nature. The image of poetry as a crushed flower petal reiterates highlights the lyrical strain of the
fragment. If these fragments are essential components of Mayakovsky’s harmonium, what do

they tell us about the way he reads the sum of his life’s work?

142Notes to “[Neokonchennoe],” in PSS, T. 10, 376-377.
143 |bid.
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The lyrical fragments indicate that Mayakovsky’s harmonium strongly affirms the value

and necessity of lyric poetry. The poetic persona in At the Top of My Voice remarks that he has
“humbled himself” and “stood on the throat of his own song” many times over the years, in order
to stifle his lyric voice. The unfinished fragments show that, in his completed final poem,
Mayakovsky intended to defiantly state his dedication to his deeply felt lyrical impulse. This is
not to say that Mayakovsky would have abandoned his equally strong impulse toward the
political. To the contrary: Mayakovsky’s final affirmation of his “lyricitis” constitutes a radical
statement of poetic self-acceptance in the face of the literary bureaucracy.

Mayakovsky’s refusal to suppress either of his poetic impulses allows him the “secret
freedom” both he and Pushkin desired. By rejecting the censure of the Soviet literary
bureaucracy, the poet denies its power over him. Thus, the poet’s self-affirmation and acceptance
provide a metaphorical escape from death. Even further, Mayakovsky’s refusal to end his career
with a repudiation of his past vacillations between the lyrical and political creates a new kind of
harmonium: the harmonium as a work-in-progress. Paradoxically, Mayakovsky’s harmonium
resists summation. His final unfinished work presents the summation of his poetic career as an
ongoing debate between the two “sides” of his poetic personality, of which there can be no
winner. While the real-life Mayakovsky may have succeeded in “placing the period of a bullet at
the end of [his] sentence,” as one of his poetic speakers considers doing in The Backbone Flute
[«DreiiTa-mo3BoHOYHKK»] (1915), his harmonium’s persona makes no definitive final statement,

leaving the reader with no punctuation at all.***

144 Mayakovsky, whether deliberately or not, leaves all fragments of his planned long poem
without any kind of punctuation. He resists putting a period at the end of his life both literally
and metaphorically.
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The last lines of Mayakovsky’s final poem drive home its sense of resisting a conclusion.

Its final quatrain is missing its last line, leaving the penultimate line unrhymed:

A 3Har0 cwity cnoB [msiauTes mycTakom

O1maBIINM JIETIECTKOM nona Ka6J’Iy1(aMI/I TaHOa

Ho genoBek nymioii rydaMu KOCTSIKOM
The absence of the final line produces a jolt not unlike the feeling of missing the bottom step on
a staircase. Lipking argues that “the longest poem a poet makes is the ensemble of all his poems
together.”*® Mayakovsky’s poetic persona bows out, leaving the reader to fill in the final line,
not just of this individual poem, but of the accumulated mass of all his poems. Like Pushkin’s
narrator in Eugene Onegin, he parts with his own narrative prematurely before reaching its
denouement:

biraxkeH, xro npasgHuk JKusHu paso

OcTaBu1, He TOIUB JIO JHA

bokana noxHOro BHHA,

Kto He nouen Ee pomana

W Brpyr ymein paccTaTbCs ¢ HUM,

Kak s ¢ OHernHbIM MomMm. 48

[Blessed is he who leaves the festival of life early, / Not having drained / Its full bottle of

wine, / Who did not read life’s novel to the end / And parted with it suddenly, / As | part

with my Onegin.]

The concept of secret freedom is present in both Pushkin’s abrupt ending to his novel-in-
verse and the absence of closure in Mayakovsky’s final poem. In Eugene Onegin, Pushkin’s
poetic play exemplifies the poet’s utter control over his narrative, as if to say “I will end the story

here, just because I can.” This capricious outlook is an essential component of the poet’s secret

freedom, what Svetlana Boym calls the “dynamic and playful process of self-creation,” which

145 Lipking, Life of the Poet, 70.
146 pyshkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Sochineniia, T. 2, 336.
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both Pushkin and Mayakovsky exhibit in their poetry. The lack of ending in Mayakovsky’s poem

goes much farther than Pushkin’s ending to Eugene Onegin. By refusing to sum up his career in
his last poem, Mayakovsky escapes the necessity of completing his own epitaph. If the poet has
no epitaph, then the poetic fact of his death is thrown into doubt. In this sense, Mayakovsky’s
poetic persona succeeds in eluding death. He leaves behind no definitive statement of ideological
clarity for the state to mold into an acceptable monumental form, and no last words for his poetic
descendants to inscribe on his tombeau. In so doing, Mayakovsky attempts to escape from the
forces of monumentalization and bureaucratization.

Despite a valiant effort, Mayakovsky was ultimately unable to save his legacy from these
powerful forces. His “second death” at the hands of the Stalinist regime meant that his legacy
would meet the same fate as Pushkin’s. Mayakovsky would become a dissmbodied myth, an
idealized poet-monument, whose political poems school children would be required to
memorize, and whose likeness would stand in his “official bureaucratic bronze jacket” on
Mayakovsky Square in Moscow.'4” However, all hope is not lost. There is still a chance of the
poet’s rescue from monumentalization and bureaucratization.

Being all too aware of Pushkin’s posthumous fate, Mayakovsky anticipated that the same
fate awaited him as well. Had he not felt this danger, he would not have worked so hard to
prevent it. Even with all his efforts, he knew that his own poems could only have so much of an
effect on his legacy. It would ultimately fall to his descendants to resurrect him, as he had tried to
resurrect Pushkin. Pushkin and Mayakovsky’s descendants would be at a great advantage.

According to early unofficial Soviet ideology, humanity would eventually achieve immortality

147 Boym, Death in Quotation Marks, 138.
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through scientific advancement. Mayakovsky was not the only Soviet writer to latch on to this

idea, but for him, it was profoundly personal: the possibility of physical resurrection was
necessary in order to free Pushkin and himself from their physical and metaphorical deaths. In
certain poems he wrote in the twenties, Mayakovsky left a blueprint with instructions for his
future resurrection. Through a combination of close reading, biographical analysis, and cultural
analysis, we can decipher these blueprints to determine precisely how literary language,

particularly poetry, ostensibly leads to the poet’s resurrection in the flesh.
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Chapter 4: Mayakovsky's Poetic Immortalization Program

In the previous chapter, I focused on Mayakovsky’s use of his iambic dialogue with
Pushkin as a tool to revitalize Pushkin’s legacy. Mayakovsky’s use of iambs is intimately
connected with the monumental theme, which he manipulates to show the dangers of
posthumous bureaucratization and monumentalization. The present chapter is meant to illustrate
the antidote Mayakovsky proposes for the destructive forces already experienced by Pushkin and
which Mayakovsky fears he will also experience after his own death. The cure for both the death
of the poet and his legacy is resurrection. In several of his later poems, Mayakovsky lays out his
plan for immortalizing himself that he might be resurrected in the future. This immortalization
program goes beyond Mayakovsky’s metaphorical revitalization of Pushkin in the iambic
poems—it is intended to bring about the physical resurrection of Mayakovsky himself, and, by
extension, Pushkin.

Mayakovsky’s dialogue with Pushkin’s monumental theme continues in the narrative
poem “To the Workers of Kursk, Who Mined the First Ore, a Temporary Monument by Vladimir
Mayakovsky” [«Pabounm Kypcka, 10ObIBIINM NEPBYIO pyAY, BPEMEHHBIN MaMATHUK paOOThI
Bragumupa MasikoBckoro»] (1923). The poetic persona’s disdain for conventional monuments is
revealed in the title of the poem itself. The concept of a “temporary monument” in the context of
Russian poetic history is practically an oxymoron. Recall that in Pushkin’s Horatian ode, the
poetic speaker asserts that he will be famed “so long as in the sublunar world / but one poet still
lives”—namely, for eternity. Before the poem has even begun, Mayakovsky has subverted
Pushkin’s conception of the monument, proclaiming that the present work is not meant to stand

unchanged in perpetuity, but that it is provisional and subject to future improvements.
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To some extent, the content of “To the Workers of Kursk” reflects that of the classical

ode; Mayakovsky’s poetic persona, like those of eighteenth-century poets Lomonosov and
Derzhavin, writes in praise of his subjects’ heroic feats and their strength in the midst of
adversity. However, Mayakovsky chooses as the subjects for his epic not illustrious figures but a
nameless group of proletarian miners, who mined the first ore deposits near Kursk in 1923.148
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona rejects the bombastic classicism of the past, glorifying instead the
average worker, who is engaged in the everyday fight of building Communism:

Crano:

KOMMYHH3M —

OoOBIUHEHIIICE JIEITO.

Heixue

CJIOBOM

He nodaHdapoHuTE —
LIEI0 KPIOYb
Aa CIIMHY I'HH.
Ha Bepmounom
HE3aMETHOM (poHTE

3aBOCBbLIBAOTCA JHU.
S o Tex,

KTO HE CJIbIXaJl

PO I'PEKOB
B JpaKax,
KTO
HEC yuTall
npo Myuues Cuesou,
KTO HE 3HAET,
M 3aME€UaTCJIIbHBI FpaKXH, —
KTO IPOCTO paboTaer —
TpSAYLIETO Boi. 14

[Communism / has become / a most ordinary thing. / Now / with the word / you don’t
bluster— / you bend your neck / and hunch your spine. / On the imperceptible / surface
battlefront / the days are won. / | speak of those / who have not heard / about the tussling
/ of the Greeks, / who / have not read / about the Mucius Scaevolas, / who do not know /

148 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 265.
149 Mayakovsky, “Rabochim Kurska, dobyvshim pervuiu rudu, vremennyi pamiatnik raboty
Vladimira Maiakovskogo,” in PSS, T. 5, 151-152.



119
what makes the Gracchi brothers so remarkable, / who simply work— / the oxen of the
future.]

Mayakovsky references the ancient Roman figures Gaius Mucius Scaevola and the brothers
Tiberius and Gaius Gracchi as exalted figures from a monumentalized past. They may have
accomplished great deeds of heroism and changed civilization, but their legacies are ineffectual
and meaningless when it comes to affecting the daily struggles of the proletariat. The anonymous
group of the workers of Kursk become the heroes worthy of praise in Mayakovsky’s ode.

In his typical odic style combining the panegyric mode with exaggerated and flippant
understatement, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona mythologizes the events that led to the workers’
mining of iron ore. He delves deep into the primordial past, describing the formation of the
Earth’s layers using imagery reminiscent of the Creation in Genesis:

A
HE T'€0JIOT,
HO s YTBEpKAaro,
qTO 4O HacC
OBLIO
noa Kypckom
T0JI0.
OOBIKHOBEHHEHIIIHE
I104YBa U IIOAITIOYBA.
[Tap 3eMHOH,
a B HEM —
BOJa
U BCSTUSCKUM HYCTHK.]'SO
[I / am not a geologist, / but I affirm, / that before us / below Kursk / it was / bare. / The
most ordinary / soil and subsoil. / The Earth’s sphere, and in it— / water / and all kinds of
nonsense.]

By recasting the odic genre in his own idiosyncratic medium, Mayakovsky strongly

differentiates himself from the classical tradition, emphasizing that his provisional monument is

150 1hid., 154.
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not lofty and distant but is contemporary and relevant to the present Soviet reality. Mayakovsky

incorporates many references to well-known figures from the period, including journalists,
artists, fellow members of LEF, and Anatolii Lunacharskii. The poetic persona ridicules
Lunacharskii’s 1923 slogan “Back to Ostrovskii!,” which instructed Soviet writers and
dramatists to look to classical theatre and literature for guidance in creating proletarian art for the
new era.'®! Mayakovsky’s speaker likens this idealization of classical art to a return “to the
mammoth.”*®? According to Mayakovsky, the old art is insufficient to properly memorialize the
industrial achievements of the workers of Kursk.

Conventional monuments and jubilees are similarly unsuited to consecrate the workers’
labor. The poetic persona contrasts famous Russian writers and the many boulevards named after
them with the nameless masses of the proletariat:

S cunraro,
obxons
OyJIbBapHBIC AJUICH,
CKOJIBKHX
HACJICAUIIN F00MIeH?

[TymkuH,
JlocToeBCKHUH,
T'oroms,
Anexceii Toncroi
B Oopone y JIbBa.
He 3aBunyro —
y Hac
OyJbBapOB MHOTO,
KKJIOMY
HalijeTcs
OynbBap. [...]
O6o3Hayar
B OpoH3e

151 William David Gunn, “Back to Ostrovsky!”: Reclaiming Russia’s national playwright on the
early Soviet stage,” PhD diss., (University of Southern California, 2012), ix.
152 Mayakovsky, “Rabochim Kurska...,” in PSS, T. 5, 164.
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YHHOM YHH.
Hy, a octanbubie?
Kax ux cnenure?
Teicsy TpuALAT

KYpPCKUX
JKEHIIUH 1 Mysk4un, >3

[I count, / walking / the boulevards, / of how many / have jubilees left their traces? /
Pushkin, / Dostoevsky, / Gogol, / Aleksei Tolstoi / in Lev’s beard. / I don’t envy them— /
we / have many boulevards, / everyone / will get / their own. / [...] They will label them /
in bronze / rank by rank. / Well, and the rest? / How will you stick them together? /
Thirty thousand / Kursk / women and men.]

Mayakovsky’s speaker states outright that he does not envy Pushkin or Dostoevsky’s
memorialization. The posthumous commemoration that awaits him and the other famous writers
is unremarkable: there are plenty of streets in Russia to bear their names. By including himself
among those writers who will receive their own boulevard after death, the speaker differentiates
himself from the anonymous workers of Kursk. They will enjoy an ideal legacy: the kind that
Mayakovsky’s poetic speaker wishes for himself yet knows is impossible for him. He imagines
the workers” future hundred-year jubilee, at which “the Sakulins / will not pour out / their balm

of speeches.”™* Instead, a more convincing speaker will deliver the speech:

[-]
B 1o0mIICE
HC pacXBaJIuT
SI3BIKACTBIH JIEKTOP.
Peun
00 Bac
Pa3rpoOMbIXacT TPAKTOP —
caMblii yOeauTenbHbIH dnekTponexTop. >
[...at your jubilee / a sharp-tongued lector / will not lavish you with praise. / A speech /
about you / the tractor will thunder out— / the most convincing electro-
lector.]

153 1hid., 163.
154 1bid., 164.
155 1bid., 165.
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The poetic persona’s ideal posthumous memorialization replaces ineffectual academic
speechifying with the sound of heavy industry. The kind of jubilee celebration Mayakovsky
imagines for the workers of Kursk reflects the antithesis of the most well-known and well-
documented of a poet’s jubilees: Pushkin’s. The most famous of these celebrations was the
opening of Opekushin’s monument in Pushkin in Moscow in 1880. Dostoevsky’s speech on that
occasion remains one of the most influential writings on Pushkin’s legacy to date. Only two
years before To the Workers of Kursk was written, Blok gave his famous speech “On the Poet’s
Purpose” on the eighty-fourth anniversary of Pushkin’s death. By presenting the workers’ jubilee
as a favorable alternative to celebrations of Pushkin’s legacy to date, Mayakovsky emphasizes
the ineffectual nature of conventional memorialization in both the pre- and postrevolutionary
eras.

For Mayakovsky’s poetic persona, the most ineffectual aspect of posthumous
memorialization is the monument. His antipathy toward monumentalization rests at the heart of
this poem. Mayakovsky borrows the Pushkinian monumental metaphor, transforming it from a
metaphysical embodiment of the poet’s legacy to a purely physical practical one:

Kypckam

BallIMX MPaMOpPOB
HC HYKHO.
Ho 3ato —
Ha Oerymui naMsITHUK
KYpPBEPCKHN
PYKOTBOPHBIN
HE NPUCIAOYT
TaguThb
156

BOpPOHBI.

[Kursks / do not need / your marble. / But at least / on the rushing monument / of an

1%6 1hid., 164-165.
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express train / made by human hands / the crows / will not sit / to shit.]

Instead of a static monument, whose solemn and dignified bearing is spoiled by bird droppings,
the speaker favors a new kind of dynamic and industrial monument: an express train. The echo
of Pushkin’s destructive statues in motion—the Bronze Horseman, the Commander in The Stone
Guest, and the Golden Cockerel—is purposeful. Mayakovsky reverses Pushkin’s myth of the
destructive statue once again here. Rather than embodying death and destruction, the industrial
monument in motion embodies life and progress.

The most telling aspect of the monumental theme in this poem can only be fully explored
with detailed knowledge of contemporary politico-cultural events and of Mayakovsky’s
biography. In the poem, the speaker names two sculptors, both of whom were active at the time
the poem was written:

Bam
HE CKPECTHULIb PYUKH,
HE HalsuIMLIb TOTY,
HE TIOCTaBUIIb
HSIHbKaM Ha 3atop...
Hy u cnaBa Oory!
Ho 3aro —
Ha 0OpOJIbl ABIMOB,
Ha TeJIo T'yJIOB
HE TIOKYCUTCS
HHUKaKoil Mepkymos.
Tpem Anpapeesbim,
BCEMY aKaJIEeMUYECKOMY CKOILY,
KOIOIIaeMycs
y MHcaTeNen B ycax,
HUKOI'/1a
HE BBUICNTUTH
Balll KPAaCHBIN KopIyc,

3aBojckue koprmyca.t®’

157 |bid., 163-164.



[You / won't have your little arms crossed, / they won’t pull a toga on you, / won’t placé:L “

you / as an obstacle in the path of wet nurses... / And thank God! / Thankfully — / on the

beards of your smoke, / on the body of your rumblings / no “Merkulov” / will interfere. /

The three Andreevs, / the whole academic throng, / fussing / in writers’ whiskers, / never

/ will sculpt / your red bulk, / your factory buildings.]
Nikolai Andreev, his brother VVyacheslav, and Sergei Merkurov were prominent sculptors both
before and after the October Revolution. Nikolai Andreev is most well known for sculpting the
famous impressionistic statue of Gogol on Nikitskii Boulevard in Moscow in 1909. Merkurov
completed Lev Tolstoy’s death mask in 1911.°8 In 1918, Merkurov and the Andreevs devoted
themselves to Lenin and Lunacharskii’s plan of monumental propaganda.t®® The plan, instituted
by Lenin’s decree and signed by Lenin, Lunacharskii, and Stalin on April 12, 1918, called for the
removal of tsarist monuments and “the mobilization of artistic forces and the organization of a
widespread call for the production of monument projects, intended to commemorate the great
days of the Russian socialist Revolution.”®% Given these sculptors’ dedication to building a new
socialist society, why does Mayakovsky’s poetic persona refer to them so dismissively in his
poem, deliberately misspelling Merkurov’s name and referring to the two Andreev brothers as a
trio?

One explanation of his ridicule is that the sculptors were still affiliated with the old

obsolete art in Mayakovsky’s mind. Nikolai Andreev had some connections to the peredvizhniki

school of visual art before the Revolution. The persona’s mention of the sculptors and other

198 Gosudarstvennyi muzei L. N. Tolstogo, “Skul’ptura,” accessed November 13, 2021,
https://tolstoymuseum.ru/about/our-funds/sculpture/.

159 Totalarch, “Arkhitektura SSSR i sotsialisticheskikh stran—Leninskii plan monumental’noi
propagandy v deistvii,” accessed November 7, 2021,
http://ussr.totalarch.com/lenin_monument_propaganda.

160 V/ladimir Lenin, Anatolii Lunacharskii, losif Stalin, and Nikolai Gorbunov, “Dekret o
pamiatnikakh Respubliki,” in Dekrety Sovetskoi vlasti, T. 2, ed. S. N. Valk and G. D. Obichkin
(Moskva: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel’stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1959), 95.
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academic artists “fussing in writers’ whiskers” could be an oblique reference to both Andreev’s

statue of Gogol and Merkurov’s death mask of Tolstoy. Though these might seem like valid
interpretations of the poetic speaker’s disdain, the true source of Mayakovsky’s antipathy toward
the sculptors seems to have little to do with the men themselves or the artists they depicted. To
the Workers of Kursk, in addition to being an ode in praise of the proletariat, is a pointed and
sardonic response to Lenin’s plan of monumental propaganda.

Contained within the poem’s full title lies a clue to its interpretation. | have already
addressed Mayakovsky’s labeling of his poem as a “temporary monument.” Lenin described his
plan of monumental propaganda in a similar way:

I would call what I am thinking about “monumental propaganda.” [...] I am not thinking

about eternity or even duration yet. Let it all be temporary. | consider monuments to be

even more important than inscriptions: busts or whole figures, perhaps, bas-reliefs,

groups. 16
We cannot know whether Mayakovsky was aware that Lenin used the same word in describing
his plan. Still, it was widely known during the Civil War years that there were very little
resources for the creation of new monuments. As a result, the first monuments created to fulfill
the plan were understood to be “temporary” and were made from nondurable materials like
plaster, concrete, and wood.*? By declaring his poem to be a provisional monument in verse,
Mayakovsky at first seems to enthusiastically accept Lenin’s cultural plan. Within the poem,

however, his speaker delivers a scathing critique of the large-scale monumentalization the

project entails. | argue that Mayakovsky subtitles his poem as a temporary monument in order to

161 Anatoly Lunacharsky, Vospominaniia i vpechatleniia (Moskva: Sovietskaia Rossiia, 1968),
198.

162 Aleksei Baikov, “Otlit’ v gipse i betone: ‘monumental’naia propaganda’ vremen revoliutsii,”
Moskva24, November 25, 2019, https://www.m24.ru/articles/pamyatniki/17072014/50597.
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present it as a favorable alternative to the mass-produced likenesses in plaster and concrete

ordered by the regime.

While Lenin planned for the temporary monuments to be eventually replaced with
longer-lasting versions, this fact was not enough to satisfy Mayakovsky’s desire for a more
immediate and physical form of immortality. Lenin’s temporary statues nonetheless perpetuate
the stagnation that Mayakovsky fears. Many of the monuments constructed under Lenin’s plan
did not survive beyond several decades. However, the state’s manipulation of influential figures’
legacies continued until the fall of the Soviet Union. The monument is only the essential first
step of the canonization process, the foundation on which posthumous legacy is built. It is not
enough to simply erect a monument—the people must be instructed to properly interpret the
monument and mythologize the depicted figure as somehow instrumental to the project of
Russian Communism. In his initial explanation of monumental propaganda to Lunacharskii,
Lenin stresses the significance of using new monuments as occasions for creating new holidays
to commemorate the Revolution:

Special attention must be given to the unveiling of these monuments as well. We

ourselves, as well as other comrades and high-profile specialists, can be brought in to

make speeches. Let every unveiling be an act of propaganda and a small celebration, and
then, on the anniversary of their birth or death, reminders can be given about the great
person in question, always, of course, distinctly connecting them to our Revolution and
its aims.163

Mayakovsky rejects the plan Lenin describes for enlisting Russia’s important cultural figures

into the service of agitation propaganda. As Lunacharskii remarks in his account of the public’s

lukewarm response to the plan, “our Modernists and Futurists were especially enraged.”%* The

183 |_unacharsky, Vospominaniia..., 199.
164 1bid.
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reasons for Mayakovsky’s negative response to the plan can be found throughout his poetry and

are starkly present in To the Workers of Kursk. By glorifying the workers of Kursk as an
anonymous multitude and declaring that sculptors “never / will sculpt / [their] red bulk, / [their]
factory buildings,” Mayakovsky’s poetic persona strives to protect their legacy from the kind of
canonization espoused within Lenin’s plan of monumental propaganda.

Mayakovsky would be preoccupied with the problem of monumentalization for the rest
of his poetic career. Through his poems, he attempts to rescue several entities from this
posthumous fate, at the same time anticipating that he will become a victim of the process
himself. In To the Workers of Kursk, Mayakovsky’s speaker implies that he will be included
among the ranks of those writers who have streets named after them, yet another symptom of
monumentalization. Even despite this premonition, Mayakovsky the poet likely did not
anticipate the fact that the very same sculptor Merkurov, who created so many monuments under
Lenin’s plan, would be one of the sculptors brought in to complete his own death mask
immediately after his suicide.'®® Mayakovsky became a victim of the very process he fought
against.

Lenin’s death in January 1924 made the posthumous canonization of cultural and
political figures an even more urgent issue for Mayakovsky. According to Lili Brik, Mayakovsky
was deeply affected by Lenin’s death and viewed the body lying in state approximately ten
times.1% When Mayakovsky began the epic Viadimir Il’ich Lenin, the longest poem he would
ever write, the depth of his feeling for the late leader of the Communist Party was clear.

However, as noted by Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky cared little about the historical and political details

185 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 286.
186 Cited in Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 285.
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of Lenin’s life.1®” It is no surprise, then, that the sections of the poem that ring the most true are

not those that address Lenin as a historical figure but those that use Lenin’s death as an
opportunity for Mayakovsky’s persona to return to his anxiety regarding posthumous
monumentalization. The poem’s language echoes that of To the Workers of Kursk, calling up
similar imagery and even using the same word—*"“balm” [eneti]—to describe the official glossy
coating with which important cultural and political figures are covered after death:
51 6oroch,
4yTOO IIECTBUS
M MaB30JICH,
IMOKJIOHCHUI
YCTaHOBJICHHBIA CTaTyT
HE 3aIuIu 0
MIPUTOPHBIM €JICEM
JICHUHCKYIO

npoctoty. 1%

[I fear / that processions / and mausoleums, / the prescribed regulation / of idolatries /
will drench / with a cloying balm / Lenin’s / simplicity.]

In Vladimir I1’ich Lenin, Mayakovsky identifies Lenin as a potential victim of the very
plan that he created. His speaker makes no mention of Lenin’s authorship of the plan in either
this poem or To the Workers of Kursk. State censorship would never have allowed Mayakovsky
to criticize the foremost Soviet leader, and it is possible that the poet was not conscious of the
fact that Lenin was ultimately responsible for the upsurge in monuments and commemorations of
important figures. Even if Mayakovsky had been aware of Lenin being the source for the plan of

monumental propaganda, he may have ignored it, as confronting the fact would likely have

167 |pid.
188 Mayakovsky, Viadimir I1’ich Lenin, in PSS, T. 6, 234.
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caused a fundamental shift in his attitude toward the Soviet Union’s future and an existential

crisis.

Whatever Mayakovsky’s knowledge and opinions were regarding Lenin and monumental
propaganda, he never acknowledged the Party leader’s involvement and even proclaimed in LEF
that Lenin would have been categorically against his own monumental canonization. In the
journal’s first issue of 1924, LEF members renounced Gosizdat’s advertisement of busts of
Lenin by Sergei Merkurov, the very same sculptor previously singled out by Mayakovsky’s
poetic persona in To the Workers of Kursk. The writers present a new kind of iconoclasm that
rejects all canonized images of Lenin in their missive to the cultural authorities entitled “Don’t
Trade in Lenin!” [«He Topryiite Jlenunsim!»] (1924):

We are in agreement with the rail workers of Kazan, who, when requesting that an artist

furnish their club with a “Hall of Lenin” without busts and portraits, said: “We want no

icons.”

We insist:

Don’t turn Lenin into a mechanical stamp.

Don’t print his portraits on posters, oilcloth, plates, cups, or cigarette cases.

Don’t cast Lenin in bronze.

Do not take away his living gait and human countenance, which he managed to preserve

while guiding history along.

Lenin is still our contemporary.

He is among the living.

We need him as a living person, not a dead one.

Therefore:

Learn from Lenin, but do not canonize him. %

Mayakovsky and the other members of LEF retroactively adopt Lenin as a fellow iconoclast,

when the Party leader himself championed the cause of monumental propaganda. In order to

reconcile himself to the Soviet reality of the 1920s, which did not coincide with his desires and

169 Levyi front iskusstv, “Ne torguite Leninym!,” in LEF, no. 5, 1924, 3-4,
http://www.ruthenia.ru/sovlit/j/2946.html.
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aims, Mayakovsky projected his own idealized concept of Lenin onto the deceased. Notably,

LEF’s rebuke of the literary authorities was removed from the final publication by the censors.
The establishment sought to continue Lenin’s project of monumental propaganda and was thus in
conflict with the leftist avant-garde and Mayakovsky in particular.

Mayakovsky’s attitude toward Pushkin in this period parallels his approach to Lenin’s
posthumous monumentalization. The poetic speaker of Viadimir Il’ich Lenin asserts that “Lenin /
even now / is more alive than all of the living.”*"® Mayakovsky’s poetic persona cannot say the
same of Pushkin: his greatest predecessor’s transformation into a stationary monument had been
underway even before Mayakovsky’s own poetic career had begun in 1912. By asserting Lenin’s
continued vitality even after death, Mayakovsky hopes to reverse the process that had already
claimed Pushkin’s legacy. Mayakovsky strives to free Pushkin from this stagnation in “The
Jubilee Poem,” an address in which he reverses the Pushkinian destructive statue myth by having
his poetic persona converse easily with Pushkin’s statue brought to life, thereby forging a deep
connection with his predecessor. Mayakovsky uses imagery reminiscent of both his poem to
Lenin and LEF’s “Don’t Trade in Lenin!,” both written that same year, to describe Pushkin’s
canonized posthumous existence:

S nmroGuro Bac,

HO XHMBOIO,
a HE MYMUIO.

Hagenu

XPECTOMATUHBIN TIIHELL.
Br
II0-MOEMY
IIpH KU3HU

— JIyMaro —
TOXe OyIeBau.

170 Mayakovsky, Viadimir I1’ich Lenin, in PSS, T. 6, 233.
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Adpuxanen!!’t

[I love you, / but alive, / not a mummy. / They have coated you / in a textbook glaze. /
You / | believe / in life / —I think— / also raged. / African!]

The entire poem, and this quotation in particular, presents the attempt of Mayakovsky’s persona
to chip away at the “textbook glaze” surrounding Pushkin’s legacy to reveal his true nature
beneath it. By addressing Pushkin as an “African,” Mayakovsky hyperbolizes Pushkin’s
Blackness, his Otherness, in order to jolt the reader out of the conventional reading of Pushkin as
the most familiar, archetypical Russian poet. Here, Mayakovsky takes the concept of
estrangement and applies it not to poetic language, but to the poet himself. If automatization of
linguistic perception is the death of poetry, as Shklovsky implies in “Art as Device,” then the
stagnation of the poet’s legacy, the impossibility of seeing his life and work in new and
unconventional ways, is the death of the poet.

More than a change of perception is required, however, in order to successfully vanquish
the forces of bureaucratization and monumentalization. Mayakovsky’s persona ends the poem
with his wish for an unorthodox celebration of his legacy—the destruction of monuments by
explosion during his lifetime:

MHe 65l

MaMATHUK IIPU KU3HU
oJ1aracTcs 1o YnHy.
3a10kw1 Obl
AUHAMUTY
— Hy-Ka,
JIPBI3HB!
HenaBmxy
BCAYCCKYIO MCpTBC‘-II/IHy!

O6oxaro

BCAYCCKYIO KU3Hb ! 172

1 Mayakovsky, “Iubileinoe,” in PSS, T. 6, 54-55.
172 |bid., 56.
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[For me / a monument during my lifetime / would befit my station. / I would lay down /

dynamite / — come on, / explode! / | hate every kind of dead flesh! / I love / every kind

of life!]
The rhyme of dryzn' (imperative mood of the verb dryznut', a neologism that connotes the sound
of an explosion) with zhizn' (life) suggests that in this poem, true poetic legacy is about
destroying dead, static monuments and trying to create “living” ones. Mayakovsky’s poetic
persona makes clear the distinction between living and dead monuments earlier in the poem,
when he says that he loves the “live” Pushkin rather than his mummified monumental stand-in.

Within this poem, Mayakovsky presents the destruction of monuments as a means of
fighting against the bureaucratization and monumentalization of the poet’s legacy. The
obliteration of monumental “dead flesh,” the metaphorical embodiment of death in the poem, is
synonymous with life. At the same time, this method offers no path toward immortality for the
poet. There exists within Mayakovsky’s poetry another, more potent and productive avenue
toward victory over death: the poet’s idiosyncratic immortalization program. This program is
spelled out in a number of Mayakovsky’s late poems and can be found in its fledgling stages in
To the Workers of Kursk.

The poetic persona of To the Workers of Kursk asserts that factory buildings are a more
fitting monument to the anonymous group of workers than any conventional monument of the
kind mass produced for Lenin’s program of monumental propaganda. An essential part of their
legacy’s resistance to conventional monumental canonization is the connection between their
labor and concrete physical objects. The factory buildings, the express train, the thundering
tractor all serve as superior reminders of the workers” heroic labor. More than that, these objects,

these man-made anti-monuments, contain physical traces of the workers’ labor, which, as
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Masing-Delic argues in Abolishing Death, might be used in the future to resurrect the individuals

engaged in such labor:

It is thus worthwhile to perform memorable deeds and leave a lasting labor legacy
behind, since such deeds absorb the particles of the deceased’s vital energies,
encapsulating them, as it were, and preserving his soul in matter. A struggle for the
success of the Revolution, a new scientific theory, a poem or building, an invention, an
idea, a machine or any other labor product, offers a point of departure not just for
recollecting a deceased but also for re-collecting him, particularly if supplemented by
some item establishing his authorship.!™

Though Mayakovsky’s poetic persona does not specifically mention immortality in To the
Workers of Kursk, he proclaims at the end of the poem that it is precisely the workers’ mining of
the iron ore that ensures them an honored place in the halls of glory:

JIBepu B cnasy -

JIBEpHU Y3KHUE,
HO KaK ObI HU OBLIM OHH Y3KH,
HaBcer/ia Boiinere
BHI,
kT0 B Kypcke

JTOOBIBAII

JKCJIC3HBIC KYCKI/I.174

[The doors into glory / are narrow, / but no matter how narrow they are, / forever will
enter / you / who in Kursk / reached / the pieces of iron ore.]

These lines bring to mind Christ’s words to his disciples in the Book of Matthew: “Again | say
unto you, it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for a rich man to enter
the kingdom of God.”*”® The workers of Kursk have performed the heroic labor required to enter
the earthly afterlife as imagined by Mayakovsky. This immortality is both metaphorical and

literal.

173 Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death, 13.
174 Mayakovsky, “Rabochim Kurska...,” in PSS, T. 5, 165.
175 Matt. 19:24 KJV.
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The monumental propaganda envisioned by Lenin and carried out by the cultural

authorities is ineffectual because it provides no foothold toward immortality. Mayakovsky’s
“temporary monument” Of verse in this poem is meant to stand in for something greater to follow
later: a future resurrection, after which conventional monuments will become a thing of the past.
Concrete or marble likenesses of prominent cultural figures will be rendered pointless in the face
of Mayakovsky’s vision of true immortality. His man-made anti-monuments retain the vital
energies of those with whom they are associated and thus allow for the individual’s future
reconstruction and resurrection.

Mayakovsky’s poetic speaker demands this very kind of resurrection in his narrative
poem About This. When the “quiet chemist” of the Workshop of Human Resurrections
contemplates whom to resurrect from the twentieth century, the speaker cries out for the chemist
to resurrect him:

Kpukny s

BOT C 3TOH,
C HBIHEIIIHEW CTPAHULIBI:

— He nucraii crpanuist!

Bockpecu!
Cepaue MHe BioxH!

Kposnmy —

A0 IMOCICIHUX KHII.

B uepen mbicnb Bonou!1’®

[T cry / from this, / from the present page: / Don’t turn the page! / Resurrect me! / Plant in
me a heart! / Pour blood into me— / to the last veins. / Chisel thought into my skull!]

The imagery of these lines evokes a different kind of resurrection, perhaps the most iconic in all
of Russian poetry: the death and resurrection via kenosis of Pushkin’s poetic persona in “The

Prophet.” In Pushkin’s poem, a six-winged seraph violently removes the speaker’s tongue and

176 Mayakovsky, Pro eto, in PSS, T. 4, 182.
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heart and replaces them with a serpent’s sting and a burning coal, respectively. He lies in the

desert “like a corpse” and is only truly resurrected when the voice of God calls him to rise and
spread His Word throughout the land.*’’

In Mayakovsky’s vision of resurrection, Communism’s vast scientific advancements of
the future replace God’s divine power. His persona’s certainty that resurrection will be possible
in the distant future is plain. However, he is not certain that he will be chosen for resurrection by
the “quiet chemist.” He decides that he is probably not beautiful enough to be resurrected, unlike
his lover, the poem’s likeness of Lili Brik. “They will probably resurrect her,” Mayakovsky’s
speaker decides.!’® Still, the fact of the poem’s composition, that Mayakovsky’s persona appeals
to his future resurrectors leaves open the possibility that perhaps, one day, he will achieve
immortality through resurrection. He cries out not only from the page of the chemist’s book of
names but from the page of the poem itself—to us, to the reader. Mayakovsky’s speaker calls for
his future readers to use his poetry as the means for his reconstruction and resurrection.

Poetry itself is one of the most potent of the Mayakovskian anti-monuments. Poetry’s
ability to facilitate metaphorical immortality through memory was a thematic staple of Russian
verse from the eighteenth century. The Horatian monumental theme is the most well-known
example of this phenomenon, but other poems addressing similar themes resonate with
Mayakovsky’s poetry in particularly enlightening ways. Pushkin’s poem “To Ovid” [«K
Osumuro»] (1821) is one of these. Written during Pushkin’s southern exile, not far from the
location of Ovid’s exile in present-day Romania in the first century AD, the poem creates a

dialogue between Pushkin’s speaker and Ovid’s in Tristia. Pushkin echoes Ovid’s style by

177 pushkin, “Prorok,” in Sochineniia, T. 1, 385.
178 Mayakovsky, Pro eto, in PSS, T. 4, 183.
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composing the entire poem in couplets of iambic hexameter. His speaker repeats Ovid’s verses

as he observes the landscape and remembers a specific moment from Tristia, in which Ovid’s
persona describes walking across a frozen body of water for the first time, in disbelief at the

novel phenomenon:

| can hardly hope for credence—yet since falsehood
gets no reward, the witness should be believed:

I’ve seen the wide sea iced solid, a frozen slippery
crust holding the under-water still—

not just seen, either: I’ve walked the solid sea-lanes,
crunching their surface dryfoot. [...]*"°

By visiting the location of the event Ovid describes and calling to mind the verses associated
with it, Pushkin calls up a shade of the Roman poet, as if a part of him has remained behind in
Tomis after his death and has been brought back to life by the memory of Pushkin’s speaker:

S BCIOMHMJI ONIBITEL HECMEJIBIE TBOMU,

Celi neHb, 3aMeUEHHBIN KPBLIATHIM BJOXHOBEHBEM,
Korna THI B HepBBIfI pa3 BBEPAI C HEAOYMCHBEM
IITaru TBOM BOJIHAM, OKOBAaHHBLIM 3UMOH. . .

N 1o by HOBOMY, Ka3anocCh, IPeAo MHOU
Ckomnp3uia TeHb TBOSI, U KaJIOOHbIE 3BYKU
Hecnucs nu3gajin, Kak TOMHBIA CTOH pa3J'Iy'KI/I.180

[I recalled your timid experiments, / the day, marked by winged inspiration, / when, with
bewilderment, for the first time you entrusted / your steps to the waves fettered by
winter... / And upon new ice, it seemed, before me / glided your shade, and mournful
sounds / carried from afar, like a weary cry of parting.]

Pushkin’s speaker continues by asserting that Ovid’s laurel has not withered, that his legacy

remains alive. At the same time, he laments that, unlike Ovid’s, his own legacy will likely be

179 Ovid, The Poems of Exile: Tristia and The Black Sea Letters, trans. Peter Green (Berkeley
and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2005), 56.
180 pyshkin, “K Ovidiiu,” in Sochineniia, T. 1, 256.
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forgotten. However, if a distant descendant comes to this same spot, perhaps Pushkin’s shade

will appear to them, thus continuing the cycle of poetic immortality through verse:

Ho ecin, 060 MHE NOTOMOK NO3JHHUH MO

V3HaB, NpUIeT UCKATh B CTPaHE CEeW OTJAJICHHOU

bin3 npaxa ciaBHOro MO# cies yeIUHEHHbBIA —

EpeFOB 3a0BEHUS OCTaBs XJIalHY CCHb,

K HEMY CJICTUT MOs NIPpU3HATCJIbHAA TCHb,

)41 6yz[eT MMJIO MHE €TI0 BOCI'IOMI/IHEIHBG.181

[But if my future descendant, / having learned about me, comes to search in this distant

country / near these renowned bones for my isolated remains— / Leaving the cold shelter

of the banks of oblivion, / My grateful shade will fly to him, / And his remembrance will
be dear to me.]

The writing of poetry itself serves as a vehicle for future immortality. Assuming there are
readers of the poet’s verses in the distant future, they allow the poet to experience a metaphorical
resurrection through their reading and interpretation of the poetry. This is the essence of the
Horatian theme of immortality. Verses are the ultimate monument: unlike sculpture, they cannot
be definitively destroyed. Even if the physical lines are erased or burned or lost to history, the
words remain in both the memory of individuals and of the culture as a whole.

Like all of Mayakovsky’s poetry, his conception of immortality through poetry is based
on his idiosyncratic use of visualized metaphor. Pushkin’s metaphorical monument becomes
purely physical in his poems. Pushkin’s poetic persona declares in his monument ode that “[his]
soul in the sacred lyre / will outlive [his] flesh and flee from decay,” and Mayakovsky insists that
such a thing is physically possible—that physical objects, which verses certainly are in

Mayakovsky’s poetry, hold the key to becoming immortal and incorruptible. This idea begins to

take shape in About This and is fully fleshed out in later poems.

181 1bid.
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Mayakovsky more seriously explores this aspect of his immortalization program in the

1925 poem “Brooklyn Bridge.” The poem is one of the few in his collection of American poems
depicting the United States that does not abound with distaste for its citizens’ interminably
bourgeois way of life—in fact, Mayakovsky’s persona addresses the Brooklyn Bridge with
reverence and admiration. The enthusiasm of Mayakovsky’s poetic persona for a work of
American architecture may not immediately seem unusual. After all, | have already established
Mayakovsky’s great admiration for man-made industrial structures like factories and trains and
his branding of them as anti-monuments. However, in “Cross Section of a Skyscraper”
[«Hebockped B paspese»] (1925), another architectural poem from the same collection,
Mayakovsky depicts a sinister side of industrial architecture. His poetic speaker imagines a cross
section of a skyscraper in New York City, in which every floor is occupied by all manner of
capitalist monstrosities. Despite the building’s novelty and its showcasing of American industrial
and architectural prowess, Mayakovsky’s persona disdainfully condemns it as a relic of pre-
Revolutionary Russian society:

S emotpro,

1 3710CTh MEHS OepeT
Ha YKPBIBIIUXCS
3a KaMEeHHBIN Qacaj.
A ctpemmiics
3a 7000 BepcT Brepen,
a mpuexain

Ha 7 JeT Ha3azl.182

[I ook, / and am overcome by anger / at those sheltered / behind the stone facade. / |
rushed forward 7,000 versts to get here, / and arrived / 7 years back.]

182 Mayakovsky, “Neboskreb v razreze,” in PSS, T. 7, 69.
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For Mayakovsky, not all man-made structures are created equal. The Brooklyn Bridge, though

created in the same capitalist dystopia of Mayakovsky’s imagining as the skyscraper, carries
almost exclusively positive associations. Unlike the skyscraper, the Brooklyn Bridge presents
itself to Mayakovsky as an ideal anti-monument. Why might this be the case?

Architecture critic and managing editor of Harper’s Weekly Montgomery Schuyler wrote
of the Brooklyn Bridge in an article entitled “The Bridge as a Monument” (1883). In it, Schuyler
describes the bridge as a monument characteristic of its time:

The Brooklyn Bridge is [...] one of the mechanical wonders of the world, one of the

greatest and most characteristic of the monuments of the nineteenth century. [...] It is not

unimaginable that our future archaeologist, looking from one of these towers upon the
solitude of a mastless river and a dispeopled land, may have no other means of
reconstructing our civilization than that which is furnished him by the tower on which he
stands.183
Schuyler goes on to critique various aspects of John A. Roebling’s architectural design,
particularly its lack of elegance. At the same time, he argues that bridge’s effect is not
diminished by its architectural shortcomings, but rather is increased by it. The bridge is
remarkable precisely because it sacrifices unnecessary artifice in favor of utility and strength. “It
is a noble work of engineering,” Schuyler maintains, “it is not a work of architecture.”'® The
Brooklyn Bridge is a monument both because it encapsulates the spirit of American culture at the

height of industrialization and because its solidity seems to guarantee that it will stand in

perpetuity.

183 Montgomery Schuyler, “The Bridge as a Monument,” Harper’s Weekly 27, May 26, 1883,
accessed March 15, 2020,
https://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015020054360&view=1up&seq=315.

184 Ibid.
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Mayakovsky views the Brooklyn Bridge in a similar way. His potent praise for the bridge

is based on his interpretation of it as a victory of structure and utility over artifice:

S ropn
BOT DTOU
CTaJIbHOIO MUJICH,

JKUBbEM B HEH

MOM BUJICHUS BCTAJIA —
O6opnba

3a KOHCTPYKLIMHU
BMECTO CTHJICH,
pacyér cypoBbII
raex
u ctamm. 1%

[I am proud / of this / steel mile, / in it, large as life, / my visions have arisen— / a battle
for construction / instead of style, / an austere account / of screws / and steel.]

By the early 1920s, Mayakovsky had embraced the cultural push toward utilitarian art, as
evidenced by his leadership of LEF. His admiration for the bridge extends beyond a
Constructivist view of architecture, however. Like Schuyler, Mayakovsky views the bridge as a
monument, albeit an idiosyncratic one. In a section of the poem that is curiously reminiscent of
Schuyler’s speculation about the bridge’s distant future, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona describes
how it will serve as a means of reconstructing the past after civilization as he knows it will cease
to exist:
Ecmu
npuaeT
OKOHYaHHUEC CBECTAa —
IJIaHCTY
Xaoc
pa3aciiacT B JIOCK,
U1 TOJIBKO

OJWH OCTAHCTCA
9TOT

185 Mayakovsky, “Bruklinskii most,” in PSS, T. 7, 85.
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HaJ OBUILI0 THOEIN B3ABI0OIEHHBIN MOCT,
TO,
KaK U3 KOCTOYEK,
TOHBIIIE UTOJIOK,
TY4YHEIOT
B My3€sX CTOSIIHE
SIIEPHI,
TaK
C OTUM MOCTOM
CTOJICTHH I'e0JIoT

cyMmen
BOCCO3/1aTh ObI
JIHU HaCTOﬂLm/Ie.186
[If / the end of the world / arrives, / and chaos / has scoured the planet / to a shine, / and
there only / remains / this / bridge, reared up over the dust of ruin, / then, / as from tiny
bones, / thinner than needles, / are fleshed out / in museums standing / dinosaurs, / so /
from this bridge / the geologist of centuries / would / reconstruct / the present day.]

All the tumultuous events that occurred during the bridge’s lifetime are imprinted upon the
bridge itself. The future geologist deduces from his examination of the bridge that it witnessed
despairing unemployed New Yorkers jump from it to their deaths and witnessed the Americans
of the 1920s using the popular recent inventions of radio and airplane travel.®” Most
importantly, however, the geologist sees that the poet Vladimir Mayakovsky once stood on the
bridge, writing poetry:

S Brky —

30€Ch

cTos11 MassKOBCKHIA,

CTOAN

W CTHXH cjIaraj mo cjoram. 88

[I see— / here / stood Mayakovsky, / stood / and composed verses syllable by syllable.]

186 1hid.
187 1bid., 85-87.
188 1hid., 87.



142
By depicting himself on the Brooklyn Bridge, Mayakovsky harkens back to Walt

Whitman’s poem “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry” from the 1856 edition of Leaves of Grass.
Whitman’s speaker reflects on the nature of his existence in the universe as he travels on the
Brooklyn ferry, declaring his own immortality to all those who will cross the waters between
Manhattan and Brooklyn after him: “I am with you, you men and women of a generation, or ever
so many generations hence [...].”*8° Mayakovsky establishes his dominance over Whitman by
emphasizing his presence on the bridge. In his mind, the bridge’s monumentality and its iconic
architecture would have overshadowed the legacy of the Brooklyn ferry. By conquering the great
American poet, whom Mayakovsky admired and read in Russian translation, Mayakovsky makes
his own conguest of America. The poet’s confidence that death has no power prevails in both
poems. While Whitman’s immortality is purely metaphysical, a co-mingling of souls across
space and time, Mayakovsky makes the concept of the poet’s immortality into a mechanical
construct. For Mayakovsky, this construct possesses a durability that cannot exist in Whitman’s
version of immortality. True immortality is only facilitated through construction; a person lives
on through the thing they have built, whether that thing be a bridge or a poem.

For Mayakovsky, the Brooklyn Bridge provides an avenue toward immortality through
reconstruction of the past. Just as the future geologist can deduce humanity’s condition in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries by examining the bridge, he can identify Mayakovsky’s
past presence there. The formidable ego of Mayakovsky’s poetic persona partially explains the
geologist’s ability to “zoom in”” on him from the distant future; his presence on the bridge in and

of itself seems to him a remarkable event of world history. Still, the fact that the geologist

189 Walt Whitman, “Crossing Brooklyn Ferry,” Poetry Foundation, accessed July 3, 2020,
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems/45470/crossing-brooklyn-ferry.
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discerns that Mayakovsky wrote verses while standing on the bridge heightens the potency of his

discovery.

The unofficial version of Soviet immortality to which Mayakovsky subscribed holds that
the results of human labor, especially in service of building Communism, are contained within
material associated with that labor. Mayakovsky viewed artistic labor in service of the
Revolution as being at least as important as physical or industrial labor. In his poem “The Poet
Worker” [«IToaT pabounii»] (1918), Mayakovsky's poetic speaker proclaims that he “[is] also a
factory.”® The work of writing poetry, just like the work of building a factory or a locomotive,
creates an indissoluble link between the individual and the material object on which they leave
their traces: in this case, the Brooklyn Bridge. Although Mayakovsky’s speaker makes no overt
mention of immortality or resurrection in the poem, the bridge’s metaphorical function as a
vehicle of the poet’s future immortality is clear.

The most idiosyncratic and fully developed example of Mayakovsky’s poetic
immortalization program is “To Comrade Nette, Steamship and Human” [«ToBapunry Herre,
napoxojy u yeiaoBeky»] (1926). In the poem, Mayakovsky’s poetic persona describes a meeting
between himself and the steamship named after his deceased friend Theodor Ivanovich Nette,
who was a Soviet diplomatic courier killed in Latvia by terrorists aboard a train bound for Riga.
The steamship Tver’ was renamed in Nette’s honor after his heroic death. Mayakovsky’s persona
addresses the steamship Nette as if it is the same man that he once knew. Irene Masing-Delic
presents the poem as a prime example of how certain acts performed by an individual can be
stored within material to ensure their future resurrection:

In this poem, the heroic martyr of the Revolution Theodor Nette is imprinted on reality

190 Mayakovsky, “Poet rabochii,” in PSS, T. 2, 18.
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by performing a self-sacrificial deed, and by having, as a result, a ship named after him.

In fact, the ship is Nette himself in a new hypostasis, his heroic personality having
metamorphosed into a ship. The poet recognizes his glasses in the round lifebelts on
board. Preserving Nette’s name, his memory traces, and even his likeness, this ship will
come in handy at reconstruction day. Naturally, Mayakovsky’s verses also serve Nette’s
eternal memory and eventual resurrecting. Such transformations as his, when people
become ships, or verses, or “other long lasting matters” (dolgiye dela), do more than
commemorate the deceased; they capture the essence of their personality, their “soul,” for
future immortalization. !

Mayakovsky’s speaker addresses the steamship as the real-life Nette because, according to
Mayakovsky’s unorthodox understanding of immortality, the steamship is the real-life Nette. The
man’s soul has entered the “long-lasting matter” of the steamship, but that soul is inseparable
from Nette’s real, yet immortalized, flesh. The poem’s title reflects this interpretation: Comrade
Nette is both steamship and human.
Nette’s human component is the most prominent when the poetic persona describes the
moon’s reflection behind Nette as resembling the bloody remnant of the moment of his murder:
3a KOpMOH JTyHHIIIA.
Hy u 310poBo!
3aiera,
IPOCTOPHI HaJBOE MTOPBAB.
bynro HaBek
3a coboit
13 OUTBBI KOPUAOPOBOI

TAHCIIb CJICH Irepos,

cBeTen 1 KpoBas.'%?

[The enormous moon is behind your stern. / How wonderful! / It has lain down, / ripping
the expanses in two. / It’s as if forever / behind you / out of that fight in the corridor / you
drag a hero’s remains, / bright and bloody.]

Here, the source of immortality arises directly from the manner of Nette’s death. In his

discussion of this moment of the poem in “Immortals Are Not Men: Maiakovskii, the Strugatskii

191 Masing-Delic, Abolishing Death, 13.
192 Mayakovsky, “Tovarischu Nette, parokhodu i cheloveku,” in PSS, T. 7, 163.
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Brothers, and the New Soviet Man,” Kevin Reese describes the importance of Nette’s humanity

with his concept of “mechanized flesh™:
Thus the steamship Nette drags behind himself a bloody trail of the flesh that had once
clothed him. But this flesh is fundamentally different from the weak flesh that could not
resist sleep on the train: ¢his flesh is associated with glory in death, and is therefore
worthy to be connected with the more perfect physical form of the steamship Nette.*%
This concept contains a contradiction: the mechanical and the corporeal are antipodes. In this
poem, however, the two concepts exist together side by side to create Mayakovsky’s new version
of immortality. It is not only the soul embedded within material that is immortal, but the new,
mechanized, perfected flesh itself. The Mayakovskian anti-monument not only allows for future
reconstruction and resurrection of the flesh but can contain within itself a perfected flesh, as seen
in “To Comrade Nette.” This new flesh is reminiscent of Christ’s resurrected body in the New
Testament; he appears to his disciples not as a ghost or spirit, but as physical, yet immortal flesh.
The Ascension marks the beginning of mankind’s eternal life in Heaven. In “To Comrade Nette,”
Mayakovsky’s poetic persona proposes an alternative to the Christian version of heavenly eternal
life. For him, the kind of body that lasts is the built body, not the Christological body. Nette may
not have built the steamship that came to bear his name, but he “built” his new perfect body
through his heroic act of self-sacrifice in the name of Communism. The steamship Tver’ may
have looked basically the same before Nette’s act and its renaming, but it was not imbued with
Nette’s spirit. It is Nette’s spirit that made the steamship recognizable to Mayakovsky’s poetic

persona as Nette the man. In his perfect mechanized flesh, Nette is able to enjoy the kind of

immortality that Mayakovsky himself desires. Mayakovsky’s ideal is a perfect posthumous

193 Kevin Reese, “Immortals Are Not Men: Maiakovskii, the Strugatskii Brothers, and the New
Soviet Man,” PhD diss., (University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, 2010), 117.
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existence on Earth in which Communism has triumphed, linking all of humanity into a “human

community” and providing worthy Soviet citizens with immortality in the form of a new kind of
immortal flesh.

Mayakovsky’s poetic persona desires to meet the same fate as Nette. For him, Nette
possesses the ideal immortality. This fact is made explicit at the end of the poem, when the
poetic persona describes that he would like to die like Nette and become another “long-lived
thing””:

MHe OBl )KUTh U JKHTh,

CKBO3b I'OAblI MYAacCh.

Ho B xoHIIE X0uy —

JIPYTUX KEJTAHUU HETY —

BCTPCTUTDH A X041y

MOW CMEpPTHBIN Yac
TakK,

KaK BCTPETUII CMEPTH

Tosapuin Herre.!%

[I'would like to live and live, / rushing through the years. / But at the end, |

want— / | have no other desires— / | want to meet / my fatal hour / just as / he

met his death— / Comrade Nette.]
This is the only part of the poem in which the poetic persona directly asserts that he himself
desires immortality. However, knowing that Mayakovsky was preoccupied with the problem of
achieving victory over death, we can determine with some certainty that this wish holds true not
only for Mayakovsky’s poetic persona but also for the man himself. Mayakovsky himself wanted

to achieve the kind of immortality that he believes has been achieved by Nette through his

incarnation in a steamship.

194 1bid.
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A potential criticism of this interpretation might be that this section of the poem shows

the poetic speaker’s desire to sacrifice his life for Communism. This criticism does not hold
when we consider that Mayakovsky’s glorification of Nette’s death is not so much in exaltation
of Nette’s behavior as a hero of the Soviet cause but as a paragon of Communism’s ability to
achieve this mechanical and corporeal victory over death. Mayakovsky, unlike Nette’s Soviet
mythologizers of the mid-twentieth century, is not interested in such prosaic matters as Nette’s
proletarian childhood. Mayakovsky is specifically interested in Nette’s unconventional
immortality: his ability, through dying for the Soviet cause, to become a “long-lived thing.” For
him, this immortality is a justification for the existence of Communism, as the poetic persona
declares that just the sight of the steamship Nette will “show Communism’s substance and flesh”
[ecTecTBO U MIOTH].1%

Near the end of the poem, Mayakovsky’s speaker lists two objects into which one can be
incarnated after death: steamships and verses.'®® | have already discussed how each of these
objects can be interpreted as Mayakovskian anti-monuments: instead of trapping their subject
within a state of stagnation, steamships and verses carry the vital energies of their subject,
ensuring their immortality. As Masing-Delic argues, Mayakovsky’s poem itself further
contributes to Nette’s immortality by capturing him in verse. In my discussion of Pushkin’s “To
Ovid,” I addressed the power of verse to carry memory, thus allowing for a metaphorical
immortality. In “To Comrade Nette,” Mayakovsky’s poetic persona implies that verses

themselves are physical material and, just like steamships, possess the substance and vitality of

their subject’s flesh. Lines of verse are not simply printed text on a page, but live, breathing

195 |bid., 163.
19 Mayakovsky, “Tovarishchu Nette...,” in PSS, T. 7, 164.
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entities. They are Mayakovsky’s own brazen appropriation of the concept of the Word as flesh,

the resurrection of the Word.

Mayakovsky’s poetry abounds in many different kinds of flesh, often meant to provoke
and disgust his readers: disfigured and diseased body parts, corpses, “dead meat,” and many
others. Only in his mature works, however, is the connection between the flesh and immortality
is fully fledged, and it begins to take on positive associations. The mechanized flesh of the
steamship Nette is a prime example of this different type of flesh. Simultaneously both flesh and
not-flesh, it is Mayakovsky’s ideal form of immortal embodiment, as his persona declares in the
poem. In my discussion of the unfinished poems in the previous chapter, | illustrated that
Mayakovsky’s final verses affirm the poet’s idea that poetry, the literary Word, can bring about
immortality. The Word becomes flesh in its “soul,” its “lips,” and its “bones.”**” If the steamship
Nette is alive with mechanized flesh, this final, biblical image might be called literary flesh. Like
mechanized flesh and Christ’s resurrected body, it is both flesh and not-flesh, a perfected and
paradoxical resurrected substance.

Mayakovsky’s immortalization program does not explicitly include a path to becoming
embodied within literary flesh. However, considering his attempts to free Pushkin’s legacy from
stagnation, we can speculate about what this ideal posthumous existence might look like for
Mayakovsky. Through Mayakovsky’s treatment of his predecessor’s legacy, he hopes for the
“resurrection of the Word” as put forth by Shklovsky—the renewal of dead literary language—to
become the resurrection of the poet himself. Until advanced Soviet science made physical

resurrection possible, this was the closest Mayakovsky could get to resurrecting Pushkin.

197 Mayakovsky, “Neokonchennoe,” in PSS, T. 10, 287.
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Mayakovsky leaves his descendants to complete the project of resurrection on his behalf. Several

writers will take up the mantle of the immortalization program after Mayakovsky’s suicide.

Whether they fulfill the plan according to its poetic specifications is another matter entirely.
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Conclusion

The bureaucratization of Mayakovsky’s biography began immediately after his death.
Yakov Agranov, the NKVD agent who had been responsible for investigations leading to the
execution of Nikolai Gumilev in 1921 and forced exile of Russian intellectuals in 1922, took
over Mayakovsky’s postmortem and funeral arrangements.%® Not even Mayakovsky’s corpse
could escape from the state’s violation of personal autonomy. Only several hours after his death,
before his body was removed from his room in Gendrikov Alley to lie in state at the Writers’
Club, scientists from the Moscow Brain Institute arrived to remove Mayakovsky’s brain. Yurii
Olesha, who was present in the apartment at the time, describes the harrowing scene in his
autobiographical work No Day Without a Line [«Hu nust 6e3 ctpouku»] (1965):

[...] suddenly loud knocking was audible from inside his room—very loud,

unceremoniously loud: such a sound, it seemed, could only be made when chopping

wood. The opening of the skull was taking place, in order to remove the brain.

We listened in silence, full of horror. After this, a man in a white coat and boots

emerged from the room, either an attendant or some medical assistant: in a word, a

person unconnected with us all, and this person was carrying a basin covered with a white

kerchief, which rose up in the middle and almost formed a pyramid, as if this soldier in

his boots and coat were carrying an Easter cheesecake. In the basin was Mayakovsky’s

brain.1%

The Brain Institute was born in 1928 out of German neurologist Oskar Vogt’s intensive
studies on Lenin’s brain.?® It included the so-called “Pantheon of Brains,” which had been

conceived by neurologist Vladimir Bekhterev as a means of proving the intellectual superiority

of the Soviet mind and extolling the purported scientific advancements the Soviet regime had

198 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 544.

199 Jurii Olesha, Ni dnia bez strochki (Moskva: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1965), 153-154.

200 Jochen Richter, “Pantheon of Brains: The Moscow Brain Research Institute 1925-1936.”
Journal of the History of the Neurosciences 16, no. ¥z (2007), accessed July 7, 2020,
https://doi.org/10.1080/09647040600550335.
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brought to fruition.?%! Lenin’s brain became the prize of the Institute’s collection, and the

Moscow Brain Institute became yet another development of the burgeoning cult of personality
that had already begun to surround Lenin’s legacy. Scientists’ discovery that Lenin’s brain
actually weighed less than the documented average for humans marginally tarnished the Brain
Institute’s propaganda, until they invented a suitable explanation. They subsequently attributed
his brain’s comparatively small size to Lenin’s having suffered several strokes.?? The official
data for the average size of the human brain was adjusted to fit Lenin’s brain, regardless.?%®

Mayakovsky’s brain turned out to be 360 grams heavier than Lenin’s. Brain Institute
scientists pointed to this fact as an indication of the poet’s particular genius. This is a prime
example of the early Soviet state’s particular brand of materialism: a poet’s genius could not be
decided on the strength of his work or his popularity. It had to be calculated using physical
measurements. The Soviet state could only definitively assert Mayakovsky’s purported genius
after his death. Now the poet was unable to write contradictory poetry or retaliate against the
intimately violent bureaucratization of his physical body. He was no longer a liability. Like
Pushkin in his monumental form in the poem “To Briusov as a Memento,” Mayakovsky was
now metaphorically “fettered in bronze.” His fears and predictions about his own posthumous
fate had begun to come true, though not in a way he likely expected.

Neither Mayakovsky nor his family granted permission for the Brain Institute to take

possession of his brain.?** In the poem “Homeward!,” recall that Mayakovsky’s poetic persona

201 Joy Neumeyer, “A Visit to Moscow’s Brain Institute,” Vice, April 10, 2014,
https://www.vice.com/en_us/article/qbejbd/a-visit-to-moscows-brain-institute.
202 | bid.

203 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 546.

204 Neumeyer, “A Visit...”
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uses the loss of bodily autonomy as a metaphor for the state’s violation his artistic autonomy,

which he proclaims to desire: “I want / at the end of the day’s work / for the Factory Committee /
to bolt my lips / with a lock.” Perhaps part of Mayakovsky would have felt gratified by this
violation of freedom and privacy: the Institute, at least in theory, would use his brain to advance
neurological science and usher in a Communist future all the more quickly. Perhaps the gifted
Soviet scientists could even have used his brain to enable his physical resurrection of himself and
that of others in the distant future, an outcome that he certainly desired, based on his poetry and
the recollections of his contemporaries. At the same time, the state’s removal of Mayakovsky’s
brain signified its new complete ownership over his legacy.

As Laura Shear Urbaszewski describes in her article “Canonizing the ‘Best, Most
Talented’ Soviet Poet,” Mayakovsky’s biography contained many problematic facts that would
contradict the state’s mythologization of the poet if they remained at the forefront of the public
consciousness:

To create and affirm a unified, cohesive myth, the state needed to overcome a number of

factors that complicated representations of Mayakovsky as an exemplary Soviet poet.

These included the existence of many living contemporaries, Mayakovsky's Futurist past,

his unconventional cohabitation with the Briks, his many affairs, his bad reputation

among the masses, and last (but not least) his suicide.?%
Despite the poet’s vocal support for Communism in his poetry and speeches, he never became a
member of the Communist Party. Mayakovsky’s poetic career also presented many problems for
the Soviet literary bureaucracy. His work was deemed to be too individualistic, its roots

entrenched in bourgeois decadence, and it had become incomprehensible to the working class.

Lenin had described his poetry as “hooligan Communism.” Despite Mayakovsky’s contacts with

295 Laura Shear Urbaszewski, “Canonizing the ‘Best, Most Talented’ Soviet Poet: Vladimir
Mayakovsky and the Soviet Literary Celebration,” Modernism/modernity 9, no. 4 (2002), 638.
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the OGPU and his conscious attempts to maintain the Party line with regard to literature—

namely, his capitulations to RAPP in his final years—the state continually regarded Mayakovsky
with suspicion. Now that the problematic poet was dead, his brain—the source of his genius—
was claimed by the bureaucracy for its own use. The removal of Mayakovsky’s brain was only
the first, but perhaps the most intimately violent, step in the process of the state’s denial of the
poet’s secret freedom.

A further monumental indignity suffered posthumously by Mayakovsky was the creation
of two death masks. The first of these was done by sculptor Konstantin Lutsky, and during the
procedure, the skin on Mayakovsky’s right cheek was damaged. The death mask had to be
redone. The sculptor who succeeded in taking the death mask was Sergei Merkurov, the sculptor
who took Lev Tolstoy’s death mask in 1911, and whom Mayakovsky’s poetic speaker ridicules
in “To the Workers of Kursk™ for being complicit in the monumentalization of important literary
and historical figures.?® The death masks are yet another violation of Mayakovsky’s personal
autonomy. They make him a victim of monumental propaganda, the cultural plan to which he
had objected so vehemently in his poetry.

The Moscow Brain Institute holds an undisclosed number of Soviet brains. Though a
complete list has never been published, the owners of other “elite” brains in the “Pantheon”
include Eduard Bagritsky, Andrei Bely, and Sergei Eisenstein.?’” Based on this incomplete list of
influential Russian literary and cultural figures, we can imagine Pushkin’s fate, had he died in
1937 instead of the 1837. His brain would have ended up preserved and analyzed for clues of

genius right alongside Mayakovsky’s.

206 1pjid.
207 Richter, “Pantheon of Brains...”
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In the first three years following Mayakovsky’s suicide, the Soviet rehabilitation of the

dead poet had only just begun and was in a state of flux. As Chantal Sundaram points out in her
study “Manufacturing Culture: The Soviet State and the Mayakovsky Legend,” the ultimate
significance of Mayakovsky’s poetic career and the political fact of his suicide resisted official
interpretation in the early thirties:

Although the historical moment of the suicide in 1930 is clearly significant in hindsight,

it was not possible at the time for the new regime either to renounce Mayakovsky

completely or to place him on the pedestal of national poet. Rather, what followed was a

period of uncertainty as Stalinist culture emerged piecemeal out of the ruins of the

culture of the twenties.?%®

Even as the state had taken ownership of Mayakovsky’s brain, the materialistic symbol of
his genius, a lively debate about Mayakovsky’s motives continued. His suicide presented a
problem for the new Stalinist regime of the 1930s. Could the poet be rehabilitated despite his
manner of death? Some critics condemned Mayakovsky’s suicide as an act of weakness while
affirming his struggle against byt. Some placed the blame for his death on the malignant force of
byt itself. Others, including, most prominently, Lunacharskii, presented the hypothesis that the
true Mayakovsky had been murdered by an alter ego—a second personality that took control of
his body. This interpretation allowed critics to defend the poet—whose popularity seemed only
to grow in response to his suicide—without condoning his manner of death.2%® Osip Brik

described the suicide as a “tragic accident” and attributed it largely to Mayakovsky’s emotional

and physical exhaustion.?!® Mayakovsky’s official canonization as “the greatest poet of [the]

208 Chantal Sundaram, “Manufacturing Culture: The Soviet State and the Mayakovsky Legend,”
PhD diss., (University of Toronto, 2000), 78.

209 Ipidl.

210 |bid., 99.
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Soviet epoch” would not occur until several years later, partially as a result of the Briks’

concerted efforts to rehabilitate him.

Mayakovsky’s popularity began to wane after the shock of his suicide wore off. He was
published very little between 1931 and 1935, and he was seen as a “fellow traveler” by the
literary bureaucracy. The Writers’ Congress of 1934 openly debated the issue of the canonization
as the greatest Soviet poet. Though the Congress “took a decisive step in constructing a
‘pedestal’ for the new monuments of model Soviet literature,” Mayakovsky would not be placed
on it for another year.?!! The lack of enthusiasm for Mayakovsky’s works both among the public
and in the Party prompted Osip Brik to begin a targeted writing campaign to redeem
Mayakovsky’s legacy. It was not until Lili Brik wrote her well-known letter to Stalin in 1935
that Mayakovsky was officially canonized as the poet exemplar of the new Soviet literature.

Though Mayakovsky may not have foreseen the Soviet regime’s forced acquisition of his
brain or the other specific ways the monumentalization of his legacy would manifest, he
anticipated the processes that made such a thing possible. The regime’s appropriation of the
poet’s brain resembles one of Mayakovsky’s visualized metaphors come to life—the brain
metonymically signifies the poet’s gift being handed over to the state for use by the Party. What
Pasternak famously called Mayakovsky’s “second death” was already under way. What could be
done to fight against it? As | have shown throughout this dissertation, Mayakovsky encodes
many clues about his anxiety surrounding death and immortality into his poetry, as well as his
own plan to fight back against the monumentalization and bureaucratization of the poet’s legacy.

His blueprint for resurrecting dead poets requires his descendants to erect anti-monuments, just

21 1bid., 131.
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as Mayakovsky did for Pushkin through verse. His descendants must return to his poetry to

reconstruct the poet’s true identity, and they must dedicate monuments in verse to him using the
immortal Word. Many twentieth-century writers took inspiration from Mayakovsky after his
death, but which writers actually successfully decoded his work and sought to resurrect him?
This concluding chapter is not intended to be a chronicle of all the aspects of
Mayakovsky’s Soviet canonization and more recent resurrection. Other scholars have already
done this work. Rather, my intent is to show that, among specific writers, certain parallels exist
between the revitalization of Pushkin and Mayakovsky’s legacies in the late Soviet era. Marina
Tsvetaeva, Abram Terts, and lurii Karabchievskii successfully render Pushkin and Mayakovsky
as complex and dynamic poetic personalities in distinct, yet similar ways. They return to the
poets’ legacies the secret freedom that they lost through their bureaucratic canonizations.
Marina Tsvetaeva was one of the first poets to make a conscious effort to reclaim
Mayakovsky’s legacy. She was also one of the first to recognize the parallels between
Mayakovsky’s posthumous fate and Pushkin’s. In the aftermath of Mayakovsky’s suicide and
throughout the 1930s, Tsvetaeva wrote several works concerning each poet. The first of these
was her cycle of poems To Mayakovsky [«Maskosckomy»] (1930), which was completed in
response to the poet’s death. With these poems, Tsvetaeva initiates what would become the
decades-long process of rehabilitating Mayakovsky’s legacy, which other poets would continue
long after her death. During this same creative period, she reflects on her particular
understanding of Pushkin’s legacy leading up to the centennial of his death. These two
simultaneous undertakings are intrinsically related; they both concern the meaning of the poets’

legacies in the long-term.
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In her essay “The Poet and Time” [«IToaT u Bpems»] (1932), Tsvetaeva emphasizes the

essential concordance between Pushkin and Mayakovsky. She presents Mayakovsky’s
ambivalent rejection of Pushkin as an act of self-defense against a legacy too closely bound up
with his own:

In order not to die, sometimes it is necessary to kill (first and foremost, in oneself). And

this is Mayakovsky’s attitude toward Pushkin. At his core not an enemy, but an ally, the

most innovative poet of his time, the same kind of creator in his own epoch as

Mayakovsky was in his. He is only an enemy, therefore, in that he was cast in iron, and

this iron was loaded on the backs of generations. (Poets, poets, fear posthumous

monuments and anthologies even more than fame during your lifetime!) Mayakovsky’s

cry is not against Pushkin, but against his monument.?*2
Tsvetaeva’s deep understanding of Mayakovsky’s connection with Pushkin informs her cycles of
poems written for both poets. In the second poem of her “To Mayakovsky” cycle, Tsvetaeva
echoes Lermontov’s elegy “The Death of the Poet” [Cmepts moata] (1837), in which the speaker
charges the Russian court and the literary bureaucracy with complicity in Pushkin’s demise.
Tsvetaeva’s poetic persona does not blame any particular entity for Mayakovsky’s death.
However, she implies that the literary establishment gains some benefit from his death by
highlighting the discrepancy between the tragic reality of Mayakovsky’s suicide and the blasé
response of the Russian émigré intelligentsia and the press:

Jlumepamypuas — He B HEH

CyTb, a BOT — KpOBB IIpoJieire!

Bovixooum rasicovie cemw Onetl.

Ymenmmii — pa3 B CTOJIETbE

[Tpuxoaut. CouT nepeaoBoit

boen. Kakux, cronumna,
Euwé tebe BecTeld, Kakou

212 Marina Tsvetaeva, “Poet i vremia,” in Sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh (Moskva: “Ellis
Lak,” 1994), accessed November 7, 2021, http://tsvetaeva.lit-info.ru/tsvetaeva/proza/poet-i-
vremya.htm.



Ewé — nepenoBuiibi?

Bensp aT0, Munbie, y Hac,

YepHOBEI — MIITIOKOBILY:
«Bnagumup MasikoBckuii? [la-c.

bac, roBopsr, u B kodte

Xogum. ..

DX KpOBb-TBOSI-KpOBLIa!
Kak ¢ HOBBIO IPUMHPHTHCH,

Pa3 nepBoro eé€ 6oiina

KpoBs — Ha BTOpOIi cTpanuie

(UsBectwit.)?

[Literary—not in it/ is the heart of the matter, but here: spill blood! / Published every
seven days. / The departed comes once // in a century. The frontline soldier / is beaten.

158

What more, capital city, / news do you want? What / more headlines? // For us, dear ones,

it is like this: / The Chernovian says to the Miliukovian?'*: / “Vladimir Mayakovsky?

Yes. / A deep voice, they say, and went around // Wearing a blouse...” / Oh, your blood,
your dear blood! / How does one make peace with the new, / When the blood of its first

soldier / Is on the second page / (of the news).

Tsvetaeva’s poetic persona feels that, by turning Mayakovsky’s suicide into headlines and a

media spectacle, the foreign press has essentially removed Mayakovsky’s humanity and used his

untimely death as a means to widen their readership. According to her, they have cheapened his

life, his art, and his suffering. The process of turning a poet into a headline resembles that of

turning him into a monument. The poet is removed from the equation and replaced with a

mythos that overshadows the original, obscuring the realities of his life that contradict the myth,

and elevating or inventing details that conform to it.

The narrative that arose surrounding Mayakovsky’s suicide foregrounded the personal

reasons he may have had for taking his own life: his recent illness and his romantic entanglement

213 Marina Tsvetaeva, Maiakovskomu, “Nasledie Mariny Tsvetaevoi,” accessed November 7,
2021, http://www.tsvetayeva.com/cycle_poems/majakovskomu.

214 \/iktor Chernov and Pavel Miliukov, Russian émigré politicians and writers in Europe at the

time Tsvetaeva wrote this poem.
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with Tatyana Yakovleva, who had married months before. The official announcement of

Mayakovsky’s death in Pravda on April 15, 1930 asserts that “the early stages of the
investigation show that the suicide was motivated by purely personal considerations, quite
unconnected to the poet’s public and literary activities.”?*® While Mayakovsky’s personal life
certainly would have influenced his mental state leading up to his suicide, to exclude his
struggles with the literary bureaucracy from the mitigating factors of his death is to whitewash
his biography. Tsvetaeva describes a similar phenomenon in her poem: the literary bureaucracy
trivializes and misrepresents the reality of Mayakovsky’s suicide. The response of the émigré
press differed from that in Pravda with regard to its political aims, but the result was the same:
the poet’s blood was splattered across the pages of the news. It no longer belonged to him.

In the poem immediately following this one in the cycle, Tsvetaeva fights to reclaim
Mayakovsky’s legacy from the literary bureaucracy. She uses a fragment from a daily news
report of Mayakovsky’s funeral describing the poet’s appearance in his coffin as inspiration for
an elegy. Her speaker’s reflection centers around Mayakovsky’s iron-soled boots, which function
as a metonymical representation of the poet’s true identity and witness to the authenticity and
vitality of his revolutionary poetic spirit:

B calriorax, rmOAKOBAaHHBIX KEJIC30M,

B camorax, B KOTOpBIX TOpy Opan —

Huxakum 06x010M HE 00BE3710M

He nocraBmmiicst Ob nepeBain —

N3pacxoq0BaHHBIX IO CUSHBSA

3a ABaUATHIETHUM MTEPETOH.

I'opy nponerapckoro Cunas,

Ha koropom npaBoaaresb — OH.

B canorax — aBycTONHAsH KUITLIONIAb,

215 As cited in Jangfeldt, 547.
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Yto0 He BMEIIUBAICS KHUIIOTACT —
B camorax, B KOTOpBIX, TOHAMOPIIACH,
T'opy HéC — u Opanm — u KIS — | e’ —

B camorax u 10 u 6€3 oTKazy

ITo HeBcmaxannocTsiM OKTSAODS,

B canorax — nourtu 4to BoJi0Na3a:
[lexoTuH1a, YHUIIIE K TOBOPS:

B camorax BenMkoro moxoza,

Ha nonbaccoBckux, HEOOCH, TBO3/ISX.
I'opy ropst cBoero Hapoja
Cramstuaecstu (I'ocuznar)

MuumioHHOTrO. .. — B KOTOpOM pojie
CBoero, Korjila KOTOpbId TOJI:
«Hwnuero-ne cBoero B 3aBojc!»

Bcex HapomoB ropsi ropy — BOT.

Tak BOT B 3TUX — 1po ero Posbc-Poiickl
I'oBopok ewi€ He NpuyTHX —

MépTBblil nnonepaM Kpuknyi: Ctporics!
B canorax — ceudemenvcmeyroujux.>t®

[In boots soled with iron, / In the boots in which he took the mountain— / Neither
through detour nor byroad / would he reach the mountain pass. // In boots worn out to a
shine / over the twenty-year haul. / The mountain: proletarian Sinai, / on which the law-
giver is he. // In boots—a two-foot living space, / so the housing office won’t interfere—
/ In boots in which, slightly wrinkling his brow, / He carried the mountain—and took it—
and cursed—and sang— // In boots that trod to the limit and without limit / the unplowed
places of October, / In boots almost like a diver’s: / An infantryman’s, to put it more
cleanly: // In boots of the great campaign, / On Don Bass nails, no doubt. / The mountain
of grief of his people’s / One Hundred Fifty (publisher: Gosizdat) / Million...His own
people, in a definite sense, when some were saying: / “There is nothing ‘of one’s own’ at
all!” / The mountain of grief of all peoples—there you have it. // In these boots, then—
about his Rolls-Royces the whispers still have not abated— / the deceased cried to the
pioneers: “Fall in!” / In boots that testify.]

Even before Mayakovsky’s funeral, his life had already begun to be obscured by hearsay,

notwithstanding the poet’s statement in his suicide note that “the deceased hated gossip.” There

216 Tsvetaeva, Maiakovskomu, http://www.tsvetayeva.com/cycle_poems/majakovskomu.
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was speculation about his romantic relationships and his finances. An old rumor that he had

contracted syphilis reemerged with a vengeance, so much so that government officials felt it had
to be refuted via Mayakovsky’s autopsy (the rumor was indeed false).?!” As in the previous poem
from this cycle, Tsvetaeva objects to the overshadowing of the real, living poet by unfounded
narratives. However, in this poem, Tsvetaeva constructs a narrative of her own in order to
redeem Mayakovsky’s legacy. The history of the poet’s worn iron-soled boots stamps out
everything else. Tsvetaeva’s poetic speaker paves the way for Mayakovsky’s legacy to continue
on untarnished, at least in the world of the poem. The rumors that trailed Mayakovsky after his
death may have quieted, but they would eventually be overtaken by something more pervasive
and insidious: the monumental mythos of Mayakovsky as the canonized Poet of the Revolution.

One year after Tsvetaecva composed “To Mayakovsky,” she began a cycle of poems
dedicated to Pushkin. The first of these directly addresses the different mythologized roles in
which the literary bureaucracy had cast Pushkin since tsarist times. Tsvetaeva’s poetic persona
echoes Mayakovsky’s objections to the monumentalization of Pushkin’s legacy in “The Jubilee
Poem,” while delving more deeply into what Stephanie Sandler calls Pushkin’s “bodily energy,
erotic inventiveness, transgressive desire, and physical difference”—in other words, all of the
poet’s qualities that are lost in the process of turning him into a monument.?*® Tsvetaeva’s
speaker evokes her understanding of the real, living Pushkin directly in contrast to his official
glossed-over image:

buu sxangapmoB, 60r CTy/I€HTOB,

XKemnup MmyxeH, ycnana xeH,

[IymknH — B ponu MOHymMeHTa?
I'ocTs kameHHOr0? — OH,

217 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 547.
218 Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin, 10.
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CkanosyOblii, HArJ0B30PHIN
[Tymixkun — B ponu Komannopa?

Kputrk — HOSI, HBITUK — BTOPSI:
«I"ne ke mymKuHCKoe (B3PhIN)
UyscTBO MephI?» UyBCTBO — MOp#
[T03a0b11M — O TpaHUT

Bbrromerocs? Tot, conéHuIi
[lymkuH — B poJiu JIEKCUKOHA?

JIBe HOTM CBOM — ITOTPETHCA —
BoITsAHYBIINI, ¥ HA CTOJ
Benpeirnysmmii npu Camozaepxue
AdpukaHckuii caMoBOJ —

Haumx npasieioB ymopa —
[lymxus — B ponu ryBepHépa??t?

[The gendarmes’ scourge, the students’ god, / husbands’ gall and wives’ delight, /
Pushkin in the role of a monument? / Of the Stone Guest? He— // crag-toothed,
shameless-gazed / Pushkin—in the role of the Commander? // The critic, whining, the
whiner, echoing: / “Where is the Pushkinian (sob) / Sense of meter?” Have they forgotten
/ the sensation of the sea upon the granite // As it beats? That saltwater / Pushkin in the
role of lexicon? // His two feet—to warm up a bit— / having stretched out toward the
fire, and upon a table / Having jumped up before the Autocrat / as an African rebel— //
exhaustion of our great-grandparents, / Pushkin in the role of tutor?]
As in her elegy structured around the image of Mayakovsky’s boots, Tsvetaeva’s poetic persona
presents her own particular understanding of the misunderstood poet’s identity and legacy in this
poem. She invents her own versions of the poets, which, according to her, reflect the true essence
of the originals much more closely than their official versions ever could.

Tsvetaeva’s Pushkin contains many different identities within himself: the gendarme’s

whip, the students’ god, the African firebrand. Part of Pushkin’s versatility comes from the sheer

219 Marina Tsvetaeva, Stikhi k Pushkinu, “Nasledie Mariny Tsvetaevoi,” accessed November 13,
2021, http://www.tsvetayeva.com/cycle_poems/stihi_k_pushkinu.
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breadth of his body of work. Andrei Sinyavsky (Abram Terts) addresses the poet’s vast range of

themes, genres, and personalities in Strolls with Pushkin:
No matter where we poke our noses, Pushkin is there, which is explained not so much by
the influence of his genius or other talents, so much as the absence in the world of motifs
that he has not already touched on before. Pushkin simply managed to write about
everything for everyone. As a result, he became the Russian Virgil, and, in this role of the
teacher-guide, he accompanies us in whatever direction of history, culture, and life we are
headed for. Strolling with Pushkin today, you meet your very own self.??
Whom did Mayakovsky and Tsvetaeva meet when strolling with Pushkin? They went off in
search of Pushkin in their poems, but ended up finding themselves reflected in him. In his
version of Pushkin, Mayakovsky finds a pioneer of revolutionary poetic language, an honorary
member of the leftist avant-garde, and a fellow misunderstood poet. Tsvetaeva meets an
irreverent Pushkin, a dynamic personality made all the more romantic due to his racial
difference, which Tsvetaeva’s speaker emphasizes in her Pushkin cycle.

Tsvetaeva’s Pushkin is explicitly African. Like Mayakovsky’s poetic persona in “The
Jubilee Poem,” who characterizes Pushkin as a rebellious afrikanets, Tsvetaeva’s speaker
emphasizes Pushkin’s exotic nationality as a means of revitalizing his image. However, unlike
Mayakovsky, Tsvetaeva explicitly centers her characterization of Pushkin on his Blackness, as
she also does in her essay “My Pushkin” [«Moii [Tymkua»] (1937). In her focus on Pushkin’s
transgressions of the status quo with regard to prosody, class, nationality, and race, Tsvetaeva
finds a Romanticism and exoticism to emulate and admire. Stephanie Sandler describes how

Tsvetaeva’s relationship with Pushkin allowed her to form her own multifaceted poetic identity:

“[Tsvetaeva] found inspiration in [Pushkin’s] poetry, in his biography, in his contemporaries,

220 Terts, Strolls with Pushkin, 54.



164
and in his fictional heroes. In her relationship with Pushkin, she felt a gratifying fullness of self:

his confidence and charm helped her invent a charismatic personality of her own.”??

While Tsvetaeva cannot embody racial transgressiveness herself, she expresses an
attachment to Blackness that borders on obsession and fetishization. Tsvetaeva uses her own
particular understanding of Blackness to transform Pushkin’s monument from a metaphor of the
stagnation of the poet’s legacy to a symbol of the poet’s vitality and subversiveness:

Pushkin's monument was black, like a piano. Even if no one had ever told me that

Pushkin was a black man, I would have known that he was a black man. My crazed love

for blacks, which I’ve carried my whole life to this day, and the sense of gratitude in my

whole being when | end up near a black person in a streetcar or elsewhere, comes from

Pushkin’s monument. My white wretchedness side by side with black divinity. In every

black person I love and recognize Pushkin—Pushkin’s black monument of my unlettered

infancy and of all Russia.??
Tsvetaeva engages in her own particular form of iconoclasm here. She tries to defeat the official
Pushkin by creating her own version of the Pushkin monument that deviates radically from the
poet’s established mythos. Monumental bronze no longer corresponds to the white “marble
slime” of stagnation and death, as it does in Mayakovsky’s poetic universe. Tsvetaeva makes the
monument definitively Black, replacing the dead emptiness of the traditional monument with
vital energy and connecting it to her Romantic poetic worldview. In both her Pushkin cycle and
her essay, Tsvetaeva invents her own Pushkin in which she herself is reflected.

Tsvetaeva likewise creates her Mayakovsky. Through her likenesses of Mayakovsky and

Pushkin, she steps forward to claim her role as the keeper of the poets’ legacies as she

understands them. Tsvetaeva carries out in poetic form what Jakobson accomplishes in “On a

221 sandler, Commemorating Pushkin, 214.
222 Marina Tsvetaeva, “Moi Pushkin,” Nauka i zhizn’, no. 2, 1967, accessed November 8, 2021,
http://www.lib.ru/POEZIQ/CWETAEWA/pushkin.txt_with-big-pictures.html.
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Generation that Squandered Its Poets.” While his article brings to light Mayakovsky’s obsession

with suicide and preoccupation with immortality, it also casts Mayakovsky as a fated poet-martyr
in the same line as the Romantics, removing political and biographical context from his life’s
narrative. The medium of poetry allows Tsvetaeva more flexibility with regard to her portrayal
of the poet, but both writers reinvent him to suit their particular needs, just as Mayakovsky did
with Pushkin in his poems.

At the same time, certain writers who follow Pushkin and Mayakovsky claim their
predecessors as their own as a radical act of self-actualization. Instead of adhering to the
established Russian cultural maxim “Pushkin is our everything” [[Tymkun Hame Bc€], TSvetaeva
declares the existence of her own personal Pushkin. This Pushkin is distinct from the culturally
mythologized poet figure associated with the collective. The writer’s individual understanding of
the bureaucratized and monumentalized predecessor becomes a radical act in an authoritarian
context. This is particularly true for Andrei Sinyavsky (Terts), who wrote Strolls with Pushkin
while imprisoned in a labor camp, and who faced extreme backlash from both the Soviet and
émigré reading public when the work was published.??® The writer’s dismantling of the
mythologized predecessor is not pure iconoclasm, but a process of constructing and affirming the
individual authorial personality.

Sinyavsky’s Strolls with Pushkin echoes Tsvetaeva’s “Poems to Pushkin,” particularly its
objection to what Stephanie Sandler calls “Pushkinolatry”: the celebration of the mythologized

cult figure of the poet.??* Both writers also look to Mayakovsky’s “The Jubilee Poem” as an

223 Sandler, Commemorating Pushkin, 302.
224 1bid., 304.
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example of how to destroy this myth.?2> However, as an early exemplar of Russian

postmodernism, Sinyavsky went even further than either Tsvetaeva or Mayakovsky had in laying
metaphorical dynamite at the feet of Pushkin’s monument. The first sentence of Strolls with
Pushkin is intended to immediately provoke the reader: “For all our love for Pushkin, which
borders on worship, it’s somehow difficult for us to express where his genius lies and why
precisely to him, to Pushkin, belongs pride of place in Russian literature.”??® The idea that
Pushkin’s greatness might even be called into question caused an uproar among critics both in
the Soviet Union and abroad. Even more damning were Sinyavsky’s emphasis on eroticism in
Pushkin’s poetry, his insistence that the dead body plays a vital role in the poet’s works, and his
comparison of Pushkin’s voracious poetic inspiration to a bloodthirsty vampire.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was one of the fiercest critics of Strolls with Pushkin. He
responds to it in his essay “...Shakes your tripod” [«...Konebner TBoit TpeHoxHuK»] (1984), in
which he likens Sinyavsky and other literary “nihilists” to the crowd that misunderstands and
derides the poet’s art in Pushkin’s “To the Poet” [«IToaty»] (1830):

[ToaT! HE MOPOXKU JTFOOOBHIO HAPOTHOM.

BocTop:keHHBIX TOXBAJI IPOWUIET MUHYTHBIN LIyM;

Y CHBIINNIL CyJ riaynma v CMEX TOJIIIbI XOJ'IOI[HOﬁ,

Ho TbI ocTaHbCs TBEP/I, CIIOKOEH U YTPIOM.

Tol naps: xuBu ouH. Jlopororo cBo60AHOIM

Wnn, xyna Bieyet Te06s1 CBOOOIHBIN yM,

Y coBepIIEHCTBYS TUIO/IBI TIOOMMBIX JTyM,

He Tpebys Harpan 3a moaBur 6J1aropoHBIM.

Onu B camoM Te0e. Tl cam cBOM BhICIINH CY/I;

Bcex cTpoke oueHuTh ymeens Thl CBOU TPYA.
ThI UM JOBOJIEH JIM, B3bICKATEIbHBIA XY0KHUK?

225 |hjd.
226 Terts, Strolls with Pushkin, 7.
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JloBonen? Tak myckail Tonma ero OpaHuT
U nmroer Ha aJITapb, rac TBOHW OTr'OHb T'OpHUT,
U B eTcKoi pe3BOCTH KONEOIeT TBOM TPeHOKHUK. 22
[Poet! Prize not the people’s love. / The fleeting noise of rapturing praises will pass; /
You will hear the judgment of the fool and the laughter of the cold crowd, / but stay firm,
calm, and austere. // You are the tsar: live alone. By a free road / travel where your free
mind leads you, / Perfecting the fruits of your beloved thoughts, / Not demanding rewards
for your noble deed. // The rewards are within you. You are your own highest judgment; /
You can appraise your work more strictly than all others. / Are you satisfied with it,
exacting artist? // You are? Then let the crowd find fault / And spit on the altar where
your flame burns, / and in childish liveliness jostle your tripod.]

For Solzhenitsyn, Sinyavsky is just another vulgar critic who seizes the opportunity of perverting
Pushkin’s sacred poetic gift, a twentieth-century version of the nihilist literary critics of the
1860s. He also likens Sinyavsky to the iconoclastic Futurists, directly citing their most famous
manifesto “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste”:

Over the course of fifteen decades, how many named and unnamed vulgarians have been

using Pushkin as the easiest target? When the dried-up rationalists and the

first nihilists needed someone to “overthrow,” they began, of course, with Pushkin. When

they were compelled to compose vapid anecdotes for the metropolitan mob, who else

would they be about, other than Pushkin? When rabid early Soviet optimists itched to

“throw someone from the ship of modernity,” they, of course, threw Pushkin first.?2
Solzhenitsyn misreads the Futurists’ attack on Pushkin the same way their detractors did in the
early twentieth century. They did not attack Pushkin the poet, but Pushkin’s monumentalized and
bureaucratized image. Solzhenitsyn’s comparison between Sinyavsky and the Futurists is apt, but

not for the reasons he intended. Both Sinyavsky and the Futurists seek to free Pushkin from the

stagnation of his legacy and thereby bring him back to life.

227 pushkin, “Poetu,” in Sochineniia, T. 1, 474.
228 Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, “...Koleblet tvoi trenozhnik,” in Novyi mir, no. 5, 1991, accessed
November 7, 2021, http://teljonok.chat.ru/progulki.htm.
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Sinyavsky’s early postmodern revision of Pushkin’s legacy inspired a similarly

revolutionary reevaluation of Mayakovsky’s canonization as the “best and most talented” poet of
the Soviet era. In The Resurrection of Mayakovsky [«Bockpecenne Masikockoro»] (1985), lurii
Karabchievskii makes no secret of his goal to resurrect the “real” Mayakovsky, who had been
buried under Soviet propaganda. Karabchievskii’s choice of epigraph reflects the same direct
approach: he uses Mayakovsky’s plea for resurrection to the chemist of the future in About This.
The message to the reader is clear: Karabchievskii intends to resurrect Mayakovsky through this
book. The author responds to Mayakovsky’s desire to be resurrected as expressed so frequently
in his poetry. However, the poet would likely not have expected Karabchievskii’s particular
method of resurrecting him.

Karabchievskii’s book echoes Siniavskii’s in purpose, but it differs radically in the
author’s tone toward the subject. Throughout Strolls with Pushkin, the reader gets a sense of the
author’s feelings of joy and warmth surrounding Pushkin, even in the many irreverent passages.
Karabchievskii, on the other hand, views Mayakovsky only through a severely critical lens. He
argues that the Soviet state took on Mayakovsky as its poet-representative not because it
misunderstood him, but because it understood him and his poetry well and used him to suit its
political aims. From his earliest poems, Karabchievskii argues, Mayakovsky displays a penchant
for graphic violence that could only be called sadistic. This evil, destructive obsession made
Mayakovsky the ideal poet of the Revolution. After 1917, Mayakovsky had an outlet for his
hitherto uncontrolled violent poetic rage—the destruction of the bourgeoisie:

By 1917, young Mayakovsky happened to be the only well-known poet of whose verse

blood and violence was not only the theme and occasion, but its material itself, its

texture. The poet, who over the course of several years had lustfully rummaged with bare
hands in turned-out intestines and severed members, was completely prepared to switch
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over to the bayonet and the revolver.??°

This interpretation obliterates the myth of Mayakovsky as the mythologized Soviet poet
in several ways. It calls Mayakovsky’s morality and sanity into question by depicting him as a
pathologically destructive personality. Such indiscriminately destructive impulses could not
coincide with the poet who had been mythologized as a dedicated builder of Communism.
Neither could such a morally objectionable figure be forthrightly cast as an ideal for other Soviet
artists to emulate. Karabchievskii also emphasizes what he perceives as the poet’s lack of
genuine interest in Communism. If the Revolution served Mayakovsky only as an outlet for his
pathological tendencies, he could not have accepted it based on the merits of its ideology. Rather,
he glorified the Revolution simply because it satisfied his lust for violence. In order to mask the
unsavory aspects of Mayakovsky’s life and poetry, the state and Mayakovsky’s contemporaries
contributed to the myth of Mayakovsky’s brilliance and his stature as the greatest Soviet poet.
Karabchievskii characterizes this myth as a “system of falsehood” constructed around
Mayakovsky’s legacy and argues that this system will still continue to exist long into the future:
Of course, the massive scale of the lies about Mayakovsky is explained not only by his
personal qualities. It was a campaign organized from above; the great Revolution gave it
its start, and its finish even now is yet to be foreseen. But the particularity of this
campaign is the fact that its object does not remain passive, but actively cooperates with
each participant, making the necessary adjustments by degrees each time. 23
Here Karabchievskii radically departs from the narrative of Mayakovsky’s monumentalization

and bureaucratization established by Pasternak years earlier. In 1967, Pasternak famously

interpreted Mayakovsky’s “second death” as he understood it, emphasizing that Mayakovsky

229 |urii Karabchievskii, Voskresenie Maiakovskogo (Munich: Strana i Mir, 1985), 19-20.
230 1pid., 79.
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was not to be blamed for it.2! As Pasternak was a friend and contemporary of Mayakovsky, his

statement is understandable: he wanted to absolve Mayakovsky from blame for being forced on
the Soviet public. As Urbaszewski writes, Pasternak objects to the state’s use of Mayakovsky on
moral grounds:

[...] Pasternak is writing not to describe this process, but to condemn it morally, while

absolving Mayakovsky from blame for his Soviet afterlife. In the sentence “He is not

guilty of it,” Pasternak portrays the official Soviet canonization of Mayakovsky as a

criminal act or a moral transgression. He writes to vindicate Mayakovsky by emphasizing

the difference between the living poet and his objectified image in Soviet culture.??

In direct contrast to Pasternak, Karabchievskii explicitly places moral blame on
Mayakovsky for his second death at the hands of the Soviet regime. In his opinion, had
Mayakovsky not been a morally bankrupt, insincere, and empty poet and human being, the
regime would not have been able to make use of his legacy as it did. “In Mayakovsky,” he
provocatively proclaims, “there was no Mayakovsky, and this is the whole awful secret.”?% If
the real Mayakovsky was only an empty signifier, the regime could simply imbue his image and
legacy with any meaning that suited it. In Karabchievskii’s interpretation of Mayakovsky’s
legacy, the poet actively participates in his own second death. Even further, he is complicit in the
violence and oppression exercised by the regime through his “[giving Soviet] power the gift of
speech.”?*

Whether one agrees with Karabchievskii’s arguments or not, his book fulfills its stated

purpose of bringing Mayakovsky to life by forcing the reader to see him as if for the first time.

The author leaves no stone unturned in his quest to debunk the myth of Mayakovsky. As with

231 Pasternak, “Liudi i polozheniia,” 231.

232 Urbaszewski, “Canonizing the ‘Best, Most Talented’ Soviet Poet,” 636-637.
233 Karabchievskii, Voskresenie Maiakovskogo, 58.

234 1bid., 56.
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Tsvetaeva and Siniavskii, Karabchievskii’s work to resurrect a dead poet reveals much about the

author himself. Alexander Zholkovsky implicitly touches on this aspect of the book in his
review:

Written by an eloquent representative of a generation taught to love Maiakovskii

but who has now shaken off the spell, the book is a powerful testimony. Maiakovskii, as

the idol of Stalinist culture that lingered through the thaw on his avant-gardist credentials,

had to be demolished in the changed spiritual atmosphere, and Karabchievskii achieves

this by boldly stating what was already in the air. His love-hate is probably a better

tribute to Maiakovskii than silent indifference [...].2%°
Karabchievskii’s “testimony” is just as much a public response to trauma as it is a provocative
collection of arguments against Mayakovsky. Karabchievskii may be biased against
Mayakovsky, but his denunciation of the canonized Soviet poet is understandable when
considered in the context in which it was written. His book presents a radical personal statement
against not only Mayakovsky, but the concepts with which his legacy is associated: politicized
art and avant-garde aesthetics. In Karabchievskii’s view, these concepts are inseparable from the
violence of the Stalinist regime. His ruthless attacks on Mayakovsky become justifiable in light
of this view, whether or not the reader agrees with them. Perhaps even more importantly,
Karabchievskii returns shock value to Mayakovsky, turning his audience’s attention away from
familiar and interminable rote memorizations of “Verses on My Soviet Passport” [«CTuxu o
cosetrckoM macmopte»] (1929) toward his anarchic Futurist poetic persona, who proclaimed that

he “love[d] to watch the children dying” and would “joyfully spit in [the] face” of his audience.

Karabchievskii’s mission to unsettle and disgust his readers through his interpretations of

2% Alexander Zholkovsky, “Voskresenie Maiakovskogo,” Review of Voskresenie
Maiakovskogo, by lu. Karabchievskii, Slavic Review 46, no. 2 (1987): 367.
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Mayakovsky actually fulfills the aim of the poet’s early persona to shock his listeners through his

use of violent imagery and provocative language.

| do not intend to debunk Karabchievskii’s denunciation of Mayakovsky. Rather, | aim to
emphasize the larger picture: How is the poet’s legacy kept alive? Throughout this study, | have
explored how Mayakovsky “resurrects” Pushkin’s legacy. He appropriates classical poetic meter
and Pushkinian themes to expose the stagnating effects of monumentalization and
bureaucratization, as well as grapple with his own fears surrounding his posthumous legacy.
Through these combined processes of cultural critique and introspective self-exploration,
Mayakovsky creates his own version of Pushkin. Mayakovsky’s claim on Pushkin is complex:
by necessity, part of inventing his own personal Pushkin means pressing his predecessor into
government service. As Mayakovsky’s poetic persona casts himself as a champion of the Left
Front of the Arts, his closest equal and colleague must join the ranks. By creating his avant-
garde, agitprop-writing version of Pushkin, does Mayakovsky actually take part in his
predecessor’s bureaucratization, the stagnating process his poetic personae claim to despise so
vehemently?

In “Maiakovskii and the Mobile Monument: Alternatives to Iconoclasm in Russian
Culture,” James Rann argues that despite Mayakovsky’s many objections to the state’s
commodification of Pushkin’s legacy, both “poet and party hope to ‘steer’ Pushkin in order to
make him into a sort of usable past that can help them build a new culture.”?3® Mayakovsky and
the state go about this “steering” Pushkin in different ways and with different goals. Rann argues

that the Soviet state “sought a definitive recasting of the poet as a proto-Soviet radical and

236 James Rann, “Maiakovskii and the Mobile Monument: Alternatives to Iconoclasm in Russian
Culture,” Slavic Review 71, no. 4 (2012): 778.
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democrat as part of an attempt to limit the flexibility of culture.”?" In contrast, Mayakovsky’s

Pushkin corresponds to and interacts with the contemporary Soviet reality directly, turning the
inflexible literary past into the flexible literary present. Mayakovsky may have enlisted Pushkin
into the ranks of the leftist avant-garde in the mid-twenties, but he does not hold his
predecessor’s legacy captive. His mobilization of Pushkin into government service does not
condemn Pushkin to a petrified posthumous existence.

Though Mayakovsky’s poetic persona may “steer” Pushkin toward agitprop in “The
Jubilee Poem,” he does not have to steer him forcefully. In the second chapter of this study, |
discussed how both Pushkin and Mayakovsky experienced unfreedom at the hands of the
regimes under which they were compelled to work. Each poet sacrificed his artistic autonomy to
government service to some degree. Both poets’ political views can be viewed as a seemingly
contradictory combination of individualistic Romanticism and service to an authoritarian regime.
This commonality makes it possible for Mayakovsky to perceive Pushkin as a colleague on an
equal footing. They are not only the most prominent poets of their epochs; more importantly,
they faced similar struggles. Mayakovsky does not fabricate Pushkin’s struggles with the tsarist
court and literary bureaucracy by echoing Lermontov’s characterization of him as “honor’s
captive” (nevol nik chesti). He interprets them through his own lens and projects them onto his
own early Soviet reality.

Mayakovsky eludes the pitfalls of reigning Pushkin in too sharply in part through his use
of genre. As an individual poet, he approaches Pushkin differently from the state. The poet’s

prolific use of imagery and metaphor in poems like “An Extraordinary Adventure...” and “The

237 1bid., 779.
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Jubilee Poem” present complex representations of Pushkin that cannot be reduced to a singular

one-sided interpretation. Mayakovsky’s poetic personae frequently present multifarious and even
contradictory depictions of Pushkin. His characterization of Pushkin as the personified Symbolist
“Sun of Russian poetry” does not correspond exactly with his depictions of Pushkin as a statue,
though they are thematically linked. Mayakovsky’s reckoning with Pushkin’s legacy develops
throughout his poetic career, evolving in step with the poet’s artistic, personal, and political
concerns. When Mayakovsky dedicates his artistic output to the service of the state, he brings
Pushkin along with him.

Likewise, Mayakovsky’s poetic personae direct his predecessor away from the problem
of state-sponsored art. He does so implicitly by turning to iambic meter—Pushkin’s metric
idiom—in At the Top of My Voice and his final unfinished fragments. By incorporating
Pushkin’s prosodic legacy in his non-political lyric poems, Mayakovsky illustrates that his
relationship with Pushkin cannot be reduced to enlisting his predecessor into government
service. Mayakovsky felt a kinship with Pushkin that transcended the vagaries of time and
history. Had Mayakovsky lived to see the height of Socialist Realism and beyond, this kinship
would have continued to evolve in response to the political and cultural conditions of the time.

Rann asserts that “monuments can be liberated from the straitjacket of official
interpretations [...] by the use of the aesthetic sphere as a space in which to make a lasting
adaptation of the monument that counteracts official narratives.”?®® Mayakovsky, Tsvetaeva,
Siniavskii, and Karabchievskii accomplish this feat through their works. They bring the poet of

the past along with them into their contemporary discourses. The poet’s legacy remains alive by

238 1bid., 790.
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evolving at the forefront of the emerging literary culture. Official celebrations of

monumentalized figures counteract this process by perpetuating the established myths
surrounding those figures.

These myths are frequently built surrounding or associated with the physical space of the
poet’s monument—Dostoevsky’s famous Pushkin speech to celebrate the unveiling of
Opekushin’s monument to Pushkin in 1880, Lenin’s plan of monumental propaganda, and the
unveiling of Mayakovsky’s own monument in 1958 all contributed to the construction of the
prevailing cultural myths surrounding poets. Several Soviet officials and bureaucrats made
speeches at the unveiling of Mayakovsky’s statue that lauded the poet’s devotion to Communist
ideals and the working class above all else. In his speech, Minister of Culture Nikolai
Aleksandrovich Mikhailov went so far as to mobilize Mayakovsky into the Cold War struggle
against the United States, proclaiming that the poet would have certainly attacked the United
States for its colonialist involvement in the Lebanon uprisings in May of that year.?3® As
Mayakovsky’s poetic personae feared, the posthumous commemoration surrounding his
monument comprised an essential part of his bureaucratized and monumentalized existence.

Just as the monument’s physical space helps construct the official myth of the poet, it is
also used to destroy it. In addition to liberating the monument in the aesthetic sphere, writers
have used the physical monument as a tool for dismantling both cultural and state-sponsored
myths that surround the poet. Rann describes a “dissenting poetic culture” springing up around
Mayakovsky’s monument immediately after its unveiling, with poets gathering around the

statue’s base for unofficial poetry readings.?*® These gatherings made a stark contrast in

239 Nikolai Novikov, “Kak zhivoi s zhivymi govoria...,” Moskovskaia pravda, July 29, 1958.
240 Rann, “Maiakovskii and the Mobile Monument,” 791.
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comparison with planned state-sponsored celebrations in honor of Soviet cultural figures. Poets

of the shestidesiatniki generation, like Andrei VVoznesenskii, Evgenii Evtushenko, and many
others, recontextualized Mayakovsky’s monument as a site of poetic innovation entirely distinct
from his canonization by the Soviet literary bureaucracy.

In the winter between 1911 and 1912, Mayakovsky predicted the existence of his
posthumous monument in conversation with Evgeniia Lang, pointing to a spot across from
Pushkin’s monument and proclaiming that his monument would stand there one day. This
proclamation contains several layers of meaning. Mayakovsky’s fear of death drove his
persistent desire to achieve immortality in some form. His documented personal belief in
physical resurrection combined with his preoccupation with poetic immortality, producing the
complex perspective | have analyzed over the course of this project. The metaphorical basis of
this perspective becomes the poet’s self-conscious forward-looking construction of his Horatian
monument. For Mayakovsky, the Pushkin myth is inseparable from the metaphor of the
monument.

At the same time, Mayakovsky’s translation of the Pushkinian metaphor into his
particular idiom goes beyond metaphorical play. The young, audacious poet Lang describes in
her anecdote proudly envisions himself standing alongside Pushkin into eternity. This young
poet never went away entirely. Even as Mayakovsky dreads the stagnation of his legacy, he feels
a sense of pride in his conviction that history will judge him as Pushkin’s equal, even if this
judgment renders both poets as mute statues. This pride could not exist without genuine affection
for Pushkin as a poetic father figure. Mayakovsky’s statement in 1926 that he “[could] not fall

asleep without Pushkin” characterizes the poet’s intimate relationship with his greatest
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predecessor as similar to that of a child and a parent.?** Mayakovsky baits and criticizes his

poetic father figure, but he also reveres him.

This relationship’s complexity illustrates the question of the poet’s legacy and influence
as a matter of the literary past not remaining ossified in the past, but becoming vitally present
through poetry. The poet does not always strive to build tombs for his predecessor or destroy his
poetic father figure in an Oedipal duel. In some cases, poets turn to their predecessors for
inspiration, guidance, and fellowship. It is no surprise, then, that many Russian writers of the
turbulent twentieth century return to Pushkin and Mayakovsky in the way | have just described.
The idea that our favorite poet is always with us and is kept alive through the memory and
recontextualization of his or her poetry, ideas, and themes gives us hope and drives us forward

into uncertainty.

241 |, V. Maiakovskaia and A. 1. Koloskov, Maiakovskii v vospominaniiakh rodnykh i druzei.
(Moskva: Moskovskii rabochii, 1968), 306.
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Afterword

Though not entirely within the scope of this project, the development of the Mayakovsky
cult in the latter half of the twentieth century provides a wealth of material for further research.
Mayakovsky’s monument would become the site of an emerging dissenting poetic culture from
the time of its unveiling to the early 1960s. This new literary culture coincided with the Neo-
Leninist zeal for the Revolution exhibited among Soviet youth in the late fifties and early sixties.
The revitalization of Mayakovsky’s legacy in the “Thaw” period was connected with the youth’s
renewed dedication to Leninist ideals after Khrushchev’s de-Stalinization reforms. Chantal
Sundaram argues that the “Mayakovsky legend that was crafted for the purposes of Soviet
cultural and political policy after 1935 had much in common with the Stalinized cult of
Lenin.”?*? Given Mayakovsky’s preoccupation with the stagnation of Lenin’s legacy in the LEF
article “Don’t Trade in Lenin” and his long poem Viadimir Il’ich Lenin, the connection between
the two figures is unsurprising, despite Lenin’s objections to Mayakovsky’s poetic portrayals of
Communism. The artists of the “second wave of the Russian avant-garde,” as Irene Kolchinsky
describes them, resurrected both Lenin and Mayakovsky. Unfortunately, their resurrection was
destined to be brief.?*3

At the height of de-Stalinization, director Marlen Khutsiev began production on a film
originally titled Lenin’s Vanguard [«3actaBa Mnsuua»], which depicted the deep connection

between Neo-Leninist youth culture and the younger generation’s rediscovery of Mayakovsky.

242 Chantal Sundaram, “ ‘The stone skin of the monument”: Mayakovsky, Dissent and Popular
Culture in the Soviet Union,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 16 (2006), accessed September 14, 2020,
http://sites.utoronto.ca/tsq/16/sundaram16.shtml.

243 Trene Kolchinsky, “The Second Wave of the Russian Avant-garde: The Thaw Generation and
Beyond,” PhD diss. (University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2001).
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The film’s protagonist, a young military man who desires to return to early revolutionary ideals,

keeps a small portrait of Mayakovsky in his room and recites the poet’s verses by heart. Despite
the film’s Neo-Leninist subject matter and its original title, the poem that receives the most
attention in it has nothing to do with Lenin at all. In one of the film’s stand-out scenes, the
protagonist wanders the empty streets of Moscow alone and inwardly recites lines from
Mayakovsky’s final unfinished fragments written shortly before his suicide. The Scene’s tone
makes it particularly remarkable: it radiates solitude and melancholy. Its desolate backdrop of
Moscow architecture, its gloomy piano soundtrack, and its spare sound design emphasizing the
protagonist’s footsteps and the distant bells of the Kremlin coincide with and emphasize the
despairing tone of Mayakovsky’s verses:

JIroOut? He mrodut? S pyku 10Maro

U IMajJblbl

pasz0pachiBaio pazioMaBIIn

TaK pBYT 3araJaB U IyCKarOT
10 Maro

BEHUYMKH BCTPEYHBIX poMarex [...]%**
[She loves me? She loves me not? | break my hands apart / and my fingers / | scatter,
having snapped them: / so people pluck and disperse when guessing / through May / on
the crowns of a meeting’s daisies.]
The film depicts a nuanced cultural understanding of Mayakovsky that fundamentally differs
from the Stalinized myth of the “best, most talented” Soviet poet. It allows for pure lyricism, the
very aspect of Mayakovsky’s poetic personae that the Stalinist regime continually downplayed.

At the same time, Mayakovsky is presented as a revolutionary ideal for the film’s young

protagonists. Marlen Khutsiev allows both Mayakovsky’s lyricism and his revolutionary spirit to

244 Mayakovsky, “[Neokonchennoe],” in PSS, T. 10, 286.



180
coexist in his film, exemplifying Mayakovsky’s desire for his posthumous legacy to remain

complex and flexible. The revolutionary idealism the poet embodies in the film reflects the spirit
of dissident literary gatherings at his monument on Mayakovsky Square.

Khutsiev’s film in its original form presented the nonconformist youth culture that was
already highly suspect by the time of its release in 1964. The film’s run time was reduced from
nearly three hours to under two, and its title was changed from Lenin’s Guard to | Am Twenty
[«Mne nBammats 1et»].2* The state had already cracked down on the unofficial literary
gatherings at Mayakovsky Square, officially banning them in 1963.24 Prominent semi-dissident
poets Yevtushenko, VVoznesenskii, and Rozhdestvenskii vacillated between giving voice to the
youth protests and keeping within the Party line, which was growing ever more rigid as the
principles of de-Stalinization were abandoned. This approach tied the poets even closer to
Mayakovsky’s legacy: “They walked a thin line between dissidence and acceptability, and were
alternately disciplined and tolerated. This linked them with the ambivalence of the Mayakovsky
legend itself. At times the regime made use of them - as it made use of Mayakovsky - in giving a
public face to de-Stalinization.”?*’

As Leonid Brezhnev came into power and de-Stalinization turned into stagnation,
Mayakovsky lost relevance as a symbol of cultural dissidence. This fact is made light of in the
Vladimir Men’shov film Moscow Doesn’t Believe in Tears [«Mocksa cie3am He Beput»] (1979),
the first half of which is set in 1958—the year of the unveiling of Mayakovsky’s monument.

Two female protagonists walk by Mayakovsky Square as Andrei VVoznesenskii—in a striking

245 Sundaram, “The stone skin of the monument...,”
http://sites.utoronto.ca/tsq/16/sundaram16.shtml.
246 1hjd.

247 bid.
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cameo—gives an impassioned recitation of his Mayakovsky-influenced poem “Parabolic Ballad”

[«ITapabonuueckas 6amtaaa»] (1959) in front of the poet’s statue. After listening to the poem’s
first few lines, one woman turns to the other and says “I didn’t understand a thing” (nichego ne
poniala). In addition to highlighting the speaker’s lack of cultural awareness, this scene
exemplifies the Stagnation-era attitude toward the celebration of Mayakovsky as a dissident
figure: it had become incomprehensible.

These examples illustrate the richness of Mayakovsky’s posthumous legacy in the Soviet
Union. Further research into the topic of Mayakovsky’s late-twentieth-century legacy could
extend into discussions of Soviet cult figures like VIadimir Vysotskii, who could not help but be
influenced by Mayakovsky’s work, both as a poet and as an actor.?*® Pushkin’s legacy in the
latter half of twentieth century is just as complex, and a continuation of the research I have
completed in this project could illuminate the roles of these kindred poets in the literary and

cultural landscape of the Postmodernist late Soviet and early post-Soviet eras.

248 \Jysotskii played Mayakovsky in a 1967 production of Veniamin Smekhov’s play Listen!
[«[Tocnymaiire!»] (1966).
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