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Abstract

This dissertation examines narrative poems (poemy) written in commemoration of the ten-year
anniversary of the October Revolution by Nikolai Aseev and Vladimir Mayakovsky. These poets,
experimenting with the theory of factography (faktografiia) advanced in 1927 by the Left Front of
Arts (LEF) in its journal Novyi Lef, present historical narratives of the establishment of Bolshevik
power in poetic form, and, in the common phrase of the time, “sum up accounts” of the years 1917-
1927. These works are analyzed in the overlapping contexts of Lefist theory, ongoing debates over
the shape and direction of Soviet literature, the cultural and historiographical norms and practices
of the anniversary celebration itself, and the broader social, political, and cultural context of 1927.
Given programmatic declarations of factography in each poet’s poema, special analytic attention
is devoted to these authors’ overt and covert uses of factual source material in their compositions.
It also identifies deviations, omissions, and distortions of that same material.

Chapter 1 introduces these overlapping contexts as factors in the telling of October
narratives. Chapter 2 analyzes Aseev’s poema Semyon Proskakov and argues that despite
declarations of factography and explicit use of source material, including previously unanalyzed
archival documents, Aseev conforms the real-life figures in his narrative of the Civil War in
Siberia, whether hero or villain, to character types common in Soviet literature of the 1920s.
Chapter 3 analyzes Mayakovsky’s poema Khorosho! with a focus on depiction of events of 1917,
its use of source material, Mayakovsky’s positioning of himself as a participant in and chronicler
of these revolutionary events, and the satiric tactics he deploys against anti-Bolshevik figures.
Chapter 4 summarizes the findings of the preceding chapters in terms of Aseev and Mayakovsky’s
experimental practices of factography and their place in the broader anniversary celebration. It
concludes that both poets utilized the theory of factography selectively, but in accordance with the
social mandate (sotsial'nyi zakaz) of their historical moment, to craft narratives that delegitimize
the views and actions of anti-Bolshevik villains and legitimize Soviet political authority.
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Note on Transliteration and Translation

This dissertation uses a modified Library of Congress system of transliteration. Diacritical marks
are omitted. Surnames are spelled with -sky (Mayakovsky, Gor'ky, Trotsky) unless convention or
the original author’s preference dictates otherwise (lampolski, Kolonitskii). Most first names are
transliterated (Aleksandr rather than Alexander). Russian € is spelled as yo in the name Semyon
and otherwise as e (Potemkin, Kruchenykh).

The bibliography uses the Library of Congress system, excluding diacritical marks.

Primary texts originally appearing in languages other than English are provided with translation.
Unless otherwise indicated, all translation in this work is my own. My approach to translation in
this work prioritizes literal meaning, even if at the expense of the aesthetic appreciation of the
English-only reader. Titles are given in English and transliterated Russian on the first usage. For
reasons described in that chapter, | opt not to translate the title Khorosho!



Chapter 1
Introduction: Left Front of the Anniversary

Hy, BoT, Bce kpuuar: nedsl, 1a nedsl. A nepedepurte Bcex
MIO3TOB: s CHpAIIMBAI0 BaC, KTO HamMcal YTO-HUOYIb K
okTa0pbckuM JHAM? Kak ke, Terepb BCe 3a PEBOIIOLUIO.
Haxe paboue-kpecThsiHCKHI rpad Anekcerr Tomcroit —
TOKE 3a PEBOJNIOLMIO. A KIO Y4YacTBOBAJl CBOUM
TBOPUYECTBOM B IpPa3JHOBAHUU COBETCKOM CTpaHOW ee
Benuuaiimeil rogoBmmHbe? [la Te ke nmedsl. Kak xotute
MEepEeBOpAYMBANTE, HO BOT 51 HamUcald «XOpoiioy», a AceeB
Hanucan «Cemena [IpockakoBay.

Everyone yells: the Lefists, those Lefists. But go through all
the poets: | ask you, who wrote something for the October
Days? Naturally, these days everyone is for the revolution.
Even the ‘worker-peasant’ Count Aleksei Tolstoy is for the
revolution. But who contributed their creative work to the
celebration of its greatest anniversary, together with the
whole country? Naturally, those same Lefists. Turn it around
however you like, but | wrote Khorosho! and Aseev wrote
Semyon Proskakov.
- Vladimir Mayakovsky*

In 1927 Soviet society commemorated the ten-year anniversary of the October Revolution. 7
November, the official day of the tenth anniversary of the October Revolution, was a Monday.
Pravda published a double issue the day prior — sixteen pages — of articles on topics like “The
International Character of the October Revolution,” “What Can be Achieved in Ten Years,” “The
Decennial of the October Revolution and Laboring Youth,” “October and Women,” “The Siege of

the Winter Palace,” and “Whence Came Proletarian Literature.” Interspersed among these and

1 Qtd. from an appearance by Mayakovsky at the Polytechnical Museum in Moscow in Zelinskii, “Itti i nam s
Maiakovskim,” Na literaturnom postu no. 5 (1928): 49. All translations are my own unless otherwise specified.

According to Vasily Katanian’s Maiakovskii: khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’,
1985), Mayakovsky spoke at the Polytechnical Museum several times in 1927, thrice from the time since he and Aseev
had completed the works referenced here. Katanian does not mention this remark, and it is unclear whether Zelinskii
refers to a remark from October or November, at which Mayakovsky read from Khorosho!, or at a December “Evening
of Journals” (Vecher zhurnalov) organized by Gosizdat and at which he likely did not.



other articles were quotes from leading Party members and congratulatory messages from
international communists in China, Britain, Japan, India, the United States, Czechoslovakia,
Ireland, France, Indonesia, Korea, and Sierra Leone; a summary of the events of 24-26 October
1917;2 multiple images of Lenin; and poems by Aleksandr Bezymensky, Sergei Obradovich, Ivan
Fillipchenko, and Nikolai Aseev. Even the final pages of advertisements were permeated with
anniversary: for screenings of commemorative films like Esfir' Shub’s The Great Way (Velikii
put’) and Boris Barnet’s Moscow in October (Moskva v Oktiabre), special jubilee studies of
economics, construction, and agriculture, and a full page for preorders of the new edition of Lev
Tolstoy’s collected works set to begin publication in 1928, the centennial of his birth.® 1927 was
a year of commemoration in the Soviet Union.

Even as Soviet society looked back at the ten years since the October Revolution, 1927 in
many ways was a year on the brink. Everyday Soviet citizens feared foreign invasion even as this
same issue of Pravda featured caricatures of defeated leaders of the White movement in the Civil
War era, each struck through with an X.* The New Economic Policy (NEP) was faltering.® Soviet
dignitaries were assassinated abroad. With rare exception, 1927 saw but fleeting glimmers of hope

for the spread of socialist revolution around the world.® A strongly opposing tendency was on

2 A “Calendar of October” appeared in preceding issues.

% On the Tolstoy centennial — which also coincided with the centennial of the birth of Nikolai Chernyshevsky — see
Nickell, “Tolstoy in 1928: In the Mirror of the Revolution,” in Epic Revisionism, Platt and Brandenberger, eds., 17-
38.

4 According to Olga Velikanova, “Historians are unanimous in their opinion that international relations, though
worsening in 1927, gave little or no grounds for panic within the USSR.” Velikanova, Popular Perceptions of Soviet
Politics in the 1920s (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), 45.

> Sheila Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2017), 125-27.
6 Stalin put forward the idea of ‘socialism in one country’ two years earlier, in an article “October, Lenin, and the

Prospects of Our Development” (“Oktiabr’, Lenin i perspektivy nashego razvitiia”) published in Pravda on 7
November. The introduction directly references the anniversary.



display in the trial of Sacco and Vanzetti in the United States.” Literary polemics abounded, with
attacks on Boris Pil'niak and Evgenii Zamyatin to come in the following year. Two anniversaries
earlier, Stalin had articulated the basic concept of “socialism in one country” in an article published
on 7 November in Pravda. “October, Lenin, and the Prospects of Our Development” directly
connected Stalin’s views on the prospects of international revolution to the anniversary of October
in its introduction.

One article in the anniversary issue of Pravda, titled “For the Central Committee Line, for
Leninism — Against Trotskyism,” is the exception in an issue that focused on the anniversary and
revolutionary history, but it reflected the long struggle between Stalin and Trotsky, in which the
question of how to address the international situation was among the divisive ideological issues.
The tenth anniversary saw the culminating moment of this struggle. Trotsky organized an
anniversary counterdemonstration with the Left Opposition in Moscow on 7 November.2 In the
telling of film producer Grigorii Aleksandrov, Stalin came to him and director Sergei Eisenstein
at the Goskino studio around 4:00 pm on November 7 with instructions to cut scenes featuring
Trotsky from their film October (Oktiabr"), perhaps the most well-known artistic work of the 1927
anniversary. Aleksandrov and Eisenstein removed what they could in the three hours before the

film’s now fragmentary showing at the Bolshoi Theater. Expulsions of Trotsky and other members

" Nikolai Aseev wrote a poem titled with the last names of the Italian emigrant anarchists criticizing the trial
proceedings and death sentence, the injustice of which was acknowledged by Massachusetts governor Michael
Dukakis in 1977.

8 The counterdemonstration described in Velikanova, Popular Perceptions of Soviet Politics in the 1920s 182-83; on
the parades and demonstrations in Moscow on 7 November and delegitimization of Trotsky’s experience of and views
on the October Revolution, Corney, Telling October: Memory and the Making of the Bolshevik Revolution (Ithaca:
Cornell University Press, 2004), 161-64, 177-78, 208.



of the Left Opposition began within days; removing Trotsky from other scenes in October delayed
general release of the film to March 1928.°

According to historian Frederick Corney, the tenth anniversary of the October Revolution
featured the most significant outlay of government manpower and resources for an anniversary in
years, and it “produced some of the most evocative tellings of October to date.”*° Its events allowed
for participation by every Soviet citizen, whether as a participant or onlooker of a demonstration,
or even as both simultaneously, and even in or walking by “living pictures” of key moments from
1905 through the Civil War.!! Soviet citizens could participate in the anniversary as a respondent
to surveys about experiences of the revolution, or as a narrator of those experiences in print or
aloud at an ‘evening of reminiscences’ (vecher vospominanii). Soviet citizens could view a
commemorative film, attend an anniversary concert, or read academic studies on the history of the
Bolshevik Party, the events of 1917, or a ‘summing of accounts’ of the past ten years in any number
of fields of Soviet life and culture in standalone editions or journals.*? They could read anniversary
materials in newspapers and journals, and literary works about the October Revolution. In these
far-ranging commemorations a reciprocal process of memory formation was taking place: as
participants from various levels of society articulated their memories of the years of revolution,

they contributed to the overall narrative of the creation of Soviet power; conversely, the narratives

® Aleksandrov, Epokha i kino, 2nd ed. (Moscow: Izdatel'stvo politicheskoi literatury, 1983), 21.
10 Corney, Telling October, 175.
11 0On one such demonstration, orchestrated by Nikolai Podvoisky, see Corney, Telling October, 178.

12 Many journals focused on the anniversary in their October/November issues. The journal Pechat' i revoliutsiia, for
example, published a double 7-8 issue subdivided into sections “Art and Literature of the October Decennial” and
“Science and Scientific Institutions,” each consisting of numerous articles. Some émigré publications also marked the
anniversary. These include the newspaper Dni (Paris), under the editorship of Aleksandr Kerensky, which published
summary articles on the October Revolution in November 1927 issues, and Volia Rossii (Prague), which featured
numerous anniversary essays and articles beginning with Marina Tsvetaeva’s ‘notes on those days’ titled “October in
a Train Car” (“Oktiabr' v vagone™).



of the October Revolution that Soviet citizens encountered in these manifest formats retold and
reorganized the memories that transformed into narratives.

Artistic contributions to the anniversary spanned media. Eisenstein and Aleksandrov,
Shub, Barnet, and Vsevolod Pudovkin in his The End of Saint Petersburg (Konets Sankt-
Peterburga) were commissioned for their films with October as “the implicit or explicit telos.” 3
Amy Nelson describes musical contributions to the anniversary as “an outpouring” including
works by Dmitri Shostakovich and the composers collective Prokoll (Proizvodstvennyi kollektiv
studentov-kompozitorov Moskovskoi konservatorii).** Visual artists contributed to anniversary
parades and mass demonstrations and produced agitational posters, photographs, woodcuts, and
more. In print form but through a wide range of traditional and hybrid artistic genres, the Left
Front of Arts (Lef), with a reincarnated monthly journal Novyi Lef as its organ and Vladimir
Mayakovsky as its main editor, paid particular attention and contributed significantly to the
literature of the anniversary. Even if Mayakovsky exaggerated in the epigraph above, Lef’s
contribution was extensive, perhaps greater than that of any other artistic group. However, it was
by far not alone. By my count, based on the bibliographic Velikaia Oktiabr'skaia revoliutsiia v

proizvedeniiakh sovetskikh pisatelei, data from the National Corpus of the Russian Language, and

individual research, the works of poetry, prose, and drama dealing with the October Revolution

13 Corney, Telling October, 184. It is worth noting that Shub produced another film, The Fall of the Romanov Dynasty
(Padenie dinastii Romanovykh), for the tenth anniversary of the February Revolution. The films Mother (Mat'), The
Strike (Stachka), and Battleship Potemkin (Bronenosets Potemkin) were produced for the twenty-year anniversary of
the 1905 Revolution.

14 Nelson, Music for the Revolution: Musicians and Power in Early Soviet Russia (University Park, PA: Pennsylvania
State University Press, 2004), 198. Similar debates were happening in music as in other arts in 1927 and were
particularly difficult there because of the inherent abstractness of music compared to other arts. Nelson argues that
“Perhaps because identifying acceptable 'content' was so difficult, most composers relied on revolutionary texts to
ensure that their piece's content would be unmistakably clear" (Nelson, Music for the Revolution, 201).



published in 1927 number at least 150.1° These were not all necessarily anniversary works, but
nonetheless, in the words of Pereval literary critic Abram Lezhnev, “the tenth anniversary of the

October Revolution called forth an entire literature.”16

Narrative and Legitimacy

This study is devoted to poetic narratives of the October Revolution produced for its tenth
anniversary. In the following pages I turn frequently to historian Frederick Corney’s 2004 study
Telling October: Memory and the Making of the Bolshevik Revolution. Corney emphasizes the
multiplicity of interpretations, evaluations, and contestations to Bolshevik power that became
possible virtually immediately after the assertion of Soviet power and demonstrates that the
narrative of revolution was a Bolshevik concern from the first Menshevik outcry against the
storming of the Winter Palace in October 1917 through to 1927. By 1927, Corney argues, the
demand for a harmonious and coherent narrative that presented the October Revolution as
inexorable was at the fore. To be sure, some narratives and narrative projects were more successful
than others. Even while “a single narrative of the October Revolution did not emerge in this first
decade [...] the tale of the October Revolution was the primary language within which the former

citizens of the tsarist empire came to articulate and conceive of themselves as members of the new

15 Several notes on the bibliography Velikaia Oktiabr'skaia Revoliutsiia v proizvedeniiakh sovetskikh pisatelei are in
order. First, this bibliography counts volumes of short stories, volumes of poetry and other forms of collected works
as one item. If single works were counted, the number certainly would increase. It also would be at least slightly higher
if works published outside of the Soviet Union were counted. One such work is David Burliuk’s “Ten Years of
October,” published in 1928 in New York but clearly intended for the ten-year anniversary celebration. Similarly,
some works that appeared in the periodic press or journals either are not counted or are counted for the year in which
they first appeared in a book edition. Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! is categorized as a work of 1927, whereas Aseev’s
Semyon Proskakov is listed in 1928. One might also distinguish literature that depicts or discusses the revolution from
‘anniversary literature’ as a form of occasional writing. That said, one must wonder if readers and critics of 1927
would have seen the matter differently. | would argue that any literary work published in 1927 concerning any part of
the history of Russian revolution and civil war could have appeared to readers and critics as engaging in some way
with the anniversary celebration, regardless of its author’s intent or initiative.

16 Abram Lezhnev, “Dve poemy,” Pereval no. 6 (1928): 353.



Communist polity, a polity that presented its citizens with a radically transformed political and
linguistic landscape.”*’

Corney argues that a question of legitimacy was at the center of Bolshevik concern over
the narrative and narration of 1917. “Like all foundation narratives, the story of October is by
definition a legitimizing process and merits close scrutiny within that context, but it must be freed
from the straitjacket of the (il)legitimacy debate.”*® By shifting focus to the narrative of October
itself, Corney frees the question of legitimacy from a preoccupation of Cold War-era scholarship,
that of the legitimacy of the Soviet government overall. As he writes,

Soviet historians described an act of revolution that laid the sturdy pillars of the new Soviet

state. Many Western scholars described a coup d’état by a small band of merciless

opportunists, which served as only the shakiest of foundations for an illegitimate and
immoral Soviet state. As historian Ronald Suny succinctly puts it, these Western scholars
often wrote Soviet history backward from the Great Purges to 1917 ‘to find out what went
wrong.’1°
Taking this cue from Corney, | avoid these mindsets to the greatest extent possible. In this study
reference to events after 1927 is deliberately limited in pursuit of the goal of close examination of
how poets engaged in the anniversary at their own contemporary moment. Mayakovsky’s suicide
was not yet a ‘literary fact’ in 1927, but Esenin’s was.

On the question of early Soviet political legitimacy, Mikhail lampolski observes that in its
early years, the Soviet government lacked a foundational document that would legitimize its power
in the fashion of the Declaration of Independence and Constitution of the United States or the

Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in the French Revolution of 1789, ratified as

they were by national assemblies and approved, explicitly or implicitly, by the population, and

17 Corney, Telling October, 201, italics in the original.
18 Corney, Telling October, 5, italics in the original.

19 Corney, Telling October, 5.



argues that in the absence of such a document, the government turned to other means to symbolize
the legitimacy of its power.?® What lampolski’s argument has in common with Corney’s is the
strong sense of a need for legitimizing narrative and emphasis on non-legalistic methods with
which the early Soviet government pursued a popular sense of legitimacy.

Both lampolski and Corney also emphasize, albeit for the most part implicitly, the role of
artistic production in the construction of the Soviet narrative of the revolution. lampolski does not
consider anniversaries specifically and points to visual documents as comprehensible symbolic
representations of Soviet power, and therefore legitimacy: visual depiction of moments like the
Second Congress of Soviets, as in the 1947 painting Lenin Declares Soviet Power (Lenin
provozglashaet Sovetskuiu vlast’) can create a sense of political legitimacy, in this case via
depiction of Lenin leading the country by word and deed. Such visual representations of power
function according to a similarly reciprocal relationship to the types of narration at the focus of
Corney’s study: the viewer sees in the painting proof of the Soviet government exercising
functions of government, and in observing the painting, endows with meaning the events and
figures depicted there.

The narrative of 1917 remained a key issue in the anniversary celebration in 1927. “In
1920, the third anniversary celebrations represented the Soviet state's best effort to find a Bastille
for October, to distill it to a single transcendent event; in 1927, the tenth anniversary celebrations
represented its best effort to tell an unequivocal narrative of the October Revolution.”?* Corney
describes shifting contours and disputes over the narrative of the October Revolution. By 1927,

the centrality of the storming of the Winter Palace as ‘Bastille’ — the “transcendent ‘total event’ to

2 Tampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet Sovetskuiu vlast': zametki o discurse osnovaniia,” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie
26 (1997): 48-70.

2L Corney, Telling October, 2.



serve the October Revolution in the way the Storming of the Bastille had served the French
Revolution” and “the reduction of the entire revolutionary narrative to an emotive and transparent
symbol”? — was articulated more strongly than ever before in accounts from Bolshevik
participants, not to mention Eisenstein and Aleksandrov’s depiction in October. The narrative had
gained the clarity and drama common to foundation stories, if sometimes at the expense or to the
modification or even exclusion of earlier versions. Some questions remained: the uncertainty of
how to view the Revolution of 1905 in relation to the October Revolution was evident in the
celebration of the former’s twentieth anniversary, and Corney generally does not present material
on debates over how to understand the relationship between the February and October Revolutions.
Nonetheless, consolidation of the narrative of the October Revolution fulfilled a legitimizing
function.

Corney emphasizes the dynamism of narratives of the October Revolution. While Istpart,
the Commission on the History of the October Revolution and the Russian Communist Party
(Komissia po istorii Oktiabr'skoi revoliutsii i Rossiiskoi Kommunisticheskoi Partii), oversaw
many aspects of anniversary celebrations in its national and local bureaus, it was not the only
participant, initiator, or influencer of anniversary events, nor did the resulting narrative emanate
exclusively from the RKP(b).

Although the telling of October was clearly an ambitious project initiated and energetically

promoted by the rulers and intellectual elites of the new regime, it should not be seen as

the imposition of a finished narrative on the tabula rasa of the population. The effectiveness
of the story relied on the ability of the storytellers to draw in, indeed implicate, the listeners
in the telling of the story. They did so by providing individuals with multiple means of

experiencing the event and providing the language with which to articulate that
experience.?

22 Corney, Telling October, 10, 76. On the limits of the comparison between the Bastille and the Winter Palace, see
Corney, Telling October, 80.

2 Corney, Telling October, 10.
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The poets Nikolai Aseev and Vladimir Mayakovsky provided their own narratives of the events
leading to legitimate Soviet power. While filmmakers were commissioned to produce cinematic
narratives of October, | have found no such evidence in these cases. On the contrary, Aseev and
Mayakovsky competed to write the better work for the tenth anniversary celebration. Aseev and
Mayakovsky operated in the anniversary context, but also in the context of their own artistic
movement, Lef, with its own theoretical considerations. The next section outlines the theory of
factography (faktografiia) in general and its particular instantiation in literature of fact (literatura
fakta) and identifies points of contact between the thinking of Lefists in 1927 and the dynamics of

the anniversary celebration.

Lef, Novyi Lef, and the 1927 Anniversary

“For ten years we have been making October. For ten years October has been making us,” begins
the collective lead article in the double anniversary issue of Novyi Lef. “Ten years ago the essential
core of today’s Lef laid into the shaft-poles (vlozhilos v oglobli) of October work.”?* This
anniversary issue featured a cover created by Aleksandr Rodchenko with a photograph of Lenin
from Rodchenko’s “revolutionary archive” (revarkhiv).?> Contributions in various genres, some
hybridized, came from Sergei Kirsanov, Mayakovsky, Aseev, Osip Brik, Viktor Shklovsky, Sergei

Tret'iakov, and Viktor Pertsov, in order of appearance.?® Interspersing and complementing

2 Lef, “Desiat',” Novyi Lef, no. 8-9 (1927): 1. Also cited in Corney, Telling October, 175, but described as “a poem
for the tenth jubilee.”

% As described in the issue, it is not clear whether the original photo was Rodchenko’s. John Bowlt refers to it as
Rodchenko’s own (Bowlt, Russian Art of the Avant-Garde [New York: Thames & Hudson, 2017], 310).

% Kirsanov made two contributions to this issue: the poema “Moia imeninnaia” appears after “Desiat’,” and the prose
essay “The Black Sea Futurists,” which directly invokes Kirsanov’s reminiscences (or lack thereof) as a ten-year-old
experiencing the October Revolution in Odessa. The essay appears last in the issue, or more accurately, before the
standard “Ongoing affairs” (tekushchie dela) section and backmatter.
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primarily textual contributions were still shots from anniversary films The Great Way by Esfir'
Shub and Moscow in October by Boris Barnet in Rodchenko’s composition, plus others from
Dziga Vertov’s The Eleventh (Odinnadtsatyi) and Anton Lavinsky’s Radio.?” Aseev and
Mayakovsky’s contributions to this issue were not excerpts of their anniversary poemy: Aseev’s
was the article “October in the Far East” (“Oktiabr' na Dal'nem”); Mayakovsky’s the article
“Anything but Reminiscences” (“Tol'ko ne vospominaniia”). At 90 total pages, the issue’s page
count doubled the usual.?®

The subject of the opening assertions of “Desiat” is an ambiguous subject ‘we’ until the
third sentence — Lef? Plus its readership? Soviet people? Lef’s involvement in the building of
socialism was an argument in favor of the group’s continuing cultural relevance, with the
terminological caveat that Futurists existed in 1917, but Lefists did not. Lef formed in 1921 and
persisted until 1925, publishing a total of seven issues of the journal Lef in those years. One of
Lef’s most lasting theories, the ‘social mandate’ (sotsial’'nyi zakaz, translated variously), is
fundamental to the theories of factography and literature of fact. The social mandate entailed
attenuation by the artistic producer, in whichever medium, to the current needs of the society for
which the artist produced. As summarized by Bengt Jangfeldt,

The basis of Lef’s aesthetics was what in the language of the time was called ‘social

commissioning’: the artist’s task was to fulfil the ‘commissions’ issued by time through

the proletarian state. Mayakovsky’s ROSTA posters were held up as a classic example of

such an artistic attitude. Out of this basic idea came the theory of ‘literature of fact,’

according to which, in Aseyev’s words, ‘imagination can deceive, while reality,

underpinned by facts, necessarily leaves traces in art.” Instead of novels and short stories —
journalism, instead of painting — photography and documentary films. This

27 Vertov’s film was already in preparation for the eleventh anniversary of the October Revolution. | have not found
much information about Radio but can note that Lavinsky was involved in the staging of Mayakovsky’s play Mystery-
Bouffe in 1918 with Vsevolod Meyerhold directing, was involved in Lef’s first iteration, and produced the
recognizable poster for Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin featuring a sailor in the foreground with guns of the Potemkin
protruding over each shoulder.

28 Generally speaking, Novyi Lef was much shorter than Lef, the shortest issue of which still eclipses this longest issue
of Novyi Lef in its two years of existence. However, Novyi Lef appeared monthly, Lef irregularly.
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‘antiromanticism’ was itself in essence a form of romanticism: a veneration of the new

socialist reality, which was not to be distorted by the imagination of individual authors — a

dream of being able, with pure facts alone, to represent ‘reality itself.”?°
Of crucial importance to the theoretical stance of Novyi Lef, which reformed in late 1926 following
meetings with Trotsky and Lunacharsky and consisting of many of the former contributors to Lef,
was reciprocity in art’s relationship to reality.3 Perhaps the most extreme view was that of Sergei
Tret'iakov, one of Lef’s most active theoreticians and experimenters, who “founded his entire
praxeology on the notion of ‘operativity,” on the claim not to veridically reflect reality in his work,
but to actively transform reality through it.”3! Another of the prominent theoreticians, Nikolai
Chuzhak, developed the concept of zhiznestroitel'stvo (“life-building”), the name of which
suggests an affinity with Symbolist life-creation (zhiznetvorchestvo), but which Chuzhak
discussed in terms of building socialism. More cynically, Evgeny Dobrenko suggests that Lef’s
interest in remaking people was oriented around creating a consumer for their own artistic works.%?
Insofar as Lef remained embattled throughout the 1920s, it may have been possible for altruistic

goals to coexist with the more self-interested ones. Lefists certainly believed that they deserved a

place on the Soviet literary scene.3

2 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky: A Biography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014), 399-401. Aseev’s statement
appears in his article “March of the Thick-Skulled” (“Pokhod tverdolobykh™), his polemical response to Polonsky in
Novyi Lef, no. 5 (1927).

30 A succinct summary of the opening of Novyi Lef, appears in Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 370-76.
31 Fore, “Introduction,” October no. 118 (Fall 2006): 3-4.

32 Dobrenko, Aesthetics of Alienation: Reassessment of Early Soviet Cultural Theories (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2005), 55.

33 In the inaugural issue of Novyi Lef, which expresses many of the group’s goals in openly polemical form, Viktor
Pertsov emphasizes that “Lef does not want to be a hegemon in art, [but] on equal standing in the army of builders”
(«JTed He X04eT OBITH TETEMOHOM B HMCKYCCTBE, OH XOUET OBITH PABHONPABHBIM B apMUH CTPOHUTEINEi»). Pertsov,
“Grafik sovremennogo Lefa,” Novyi Lef no. 1 (1927), 16.
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The double anniversary issue of Novyi Lef affirms for the umpteenth time the group’s

commitment to the social mandate.

Mpg1 ymeem fenath, 100UM JIeTaTh U JiejaeM Ha notpedy OKTSIOpst I03yHTH, (heThEeTOHBI,
MOHTa)KH, YaCTYIIKH, BBIBECKH, KHUHOHAJINUCH, PEKIAMCTHXHU, KHOCKH, JCTPAJHbBIE
KYIUIETBI, BUTPUHBI, KHHOXPOHHKY, MapIIX JJIs IECTBHH, (OTO, IEPEBUHUNBAEM CTapble
MbECHI U CTPOUM HOBBIE, HHCTPYKTUPYEM PEUEBUKOB, U OyeM JIeJaTh 3TO BIPEIb.

We know how to make, love to make and make, at the demand of October, slogans,
feuilletons, montages, ditties (chastushki), signboards, film captions, advertising poems
(reklamstikhi), kiosks, verses for the stage, window displays, film chronicles, marches for
parades, photos, we rescrew old plays and build new ones, instruct speech-givers, and we
will do this in the future.34

The direct reference to October is not solely motivated by the anniversary celebration.

Underwritten by the social mandate, Lefists here present themselves as more than willing

participants in the larger Soviet project, as contributors to the building of socialism through artistic

production. The theory developed in the journal corresponded to this goal.

The concept of the social mandate radically changed the purpose of art that had formerly

emphasized experimentation as a self-sufficient goal. In the description of Halina Stephan,

These ex-Futurists now began to abandon the medium of poetry, which was the medium
of Futurism, and to turn to prose written according to a new program of “literature of fact”
(literatura fakta). The most important difference that set this literature apart from the
original Futurism was the fact that it no longer existed simply as an esthetic experiment
offering a new way of looking at words and images. Despite the assurances of commitment
to verbal experimentation, by 1925 the works written by the former Futurists began to serve
a cause; they were produced to convey a message. In New Lef, experimentation with form
became clearly subservient to the higher goal of shaping the social experience through
literature that now responded to “social commission” (sotsyal'nyi zakaz). With this
development the original Futurism came to an end.®

While Stephan emphasizes the shift toward prose, verse remained a primary medium for Aseev,

Kirsanov, and Mayakovsky, and was far from a rarity in the creative work of other Lefists.

3 Lef, “Desiat’,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 1.

3% Stephan, “Lef” and the Left Front of Arts (Munich: Verlag Otto Sagner, 1981), ix.
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More recently Devin Fore has placed greater emphasis on hybridity in Lef’s experimental
practices. Hybridity is immediately evident in Lef’s enumeration of its social contributions:
reklamstikhi (advertisement poems), for example, would be inconceivable to earlier generations
of Russian poets.3® Fore observes that

the factographers who published in the journal Novyi lef paid little heed to the traditional

divisions between the arts. Tretiakov, who worked as a photographer, prose author,

dramatist, reporter, film scenarist, radio commentator, and lyrical poet, considered genre
as a shifting and protean aspect of the art work that must be dynamically and expediently
negotiated in the process of aesthetic production. [...] the members of Lef[...] understood
factography not as a static genre, but as a mode of praxis.*’
To give but one concrete example of experimentation with hybridity in Lefist work, Sergei
Kirsanov’s “My Name Day” (“Moia imeninnaia”) is labeled a poema mostly but not exclusively
in Mayakovsky’s lesenka style; it intersperses prerevolutionary characters like yat () and Gothic-
style lettering in German text, and a chess puzzle.®®

Central to this study of Aseev and Mayakovsky’s contributions to the ten-year anniversary
of the October Revolution is the Lef theory of factography. In Fore’s conception, factography
defies a single normative definition, but that it designates an “aesthetic practice preoccupied, as
the lexical roots of the neologism fakto-grafiia show, with the inscription of facts.”®° Previous

scholarship has viewed factography in more blunt terms. Victor Erlich refers to it as a “hybrid half-

documentary, half-fictional mode.”*° Natalia Kolchevska argues that the priority of factography

3 Liudmila Shleyfer-Lavine analyzes two reklamstikhi, one a collaboration between Mayakovsky and Aseev, the other
between Mayakovsky and Tret'iakov, in her article “Pushkin Pushing Production: The Repurposing of Literary
Tradition by V.V. Maiakovskii & Co,” Slavic and East European Journal 62, no. 2 (2018): 339-358.

37 Fore, “Introduction,” 4-5.

3 Kirsanov, “Moia imenninaia,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927): 2-31.

% Fore, “Introduction,” 3.

40 Erlich, Modernism and Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1994), 220.
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(particularly its prose, although as discussed above, generic boundaries in the works of Lefists are
often indistinct) would be “to accentuate real material gathered cither first-hand or culled from
documentary sources.”* In the updated version of his autobiography | Myself (la sam),
Mayakovsky described “the basic position” of Novyi Lef as “against invention (vydumka),
aestheticization and psychologizing by art — for agitation (agit), for qualified publicism and
chronicle.”*? In short, factography proposed a complex and dynamic relationship between the
artistic producer, the work of art, and their cultural milieu. In this factography mirrors the mutually
reinforcing relationship between memory and narrative that Corney identifies in the telling of
October, the status of which was fundamental to the Lef project. The lead article of the anniversary
issue of Novyi Lef succinctly summarizes: “The very human changes, must change. The revolution
mixes the dough of everyday life like the pistons of a motor.”*3 In an earlier issue, Viktor Pertsov
described Lef’s method as “on the border between aesthetic effect and utilitarian life practice. This
border position of Lef between ‘art’ and ‘life’ predetermines the very nature of the movement,”
which “gallops from the border of art to unmediated real-life activity.”**

One theoretical forerunner in Lef theory was Tynianov’s article “On the Literary Fact,” in
which Tynianov argues that one mechanism in the evolution of literary genres is the transfer of the

everyday (byt) into literary texts.*> At the same time, Tynianov argues that literary genres evolve

41 Natalia Kolchevska, “Toward a ‘Hybrid’ Literature: Theory and Praxis of the ‘Faktoviki’,” Slavic and East
European Journal 27, no. 4 (1983): 452.

42 Maiakovskii, la sam, in vol. 1 of Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 13-i tomakh (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1955-1961), 28.

43 ((CaMbIﬁ YCJIIOBEK MCHACTCA, NOJDKCH U3MCHUTLCA. PCBOJ’IIOL[I/IH maTyHaMu ,Z[BHFaTGJ'ICfI MECHUT TECTO 6LITa)). LEf,
“Desiat’,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927): 1.

4 Pertsov, “Grafik sovremennogo Lefa,” Novyi Lef no. 4 (1927): 15.

% lurii Tynianov, “O literaturnom fakte,” Lef no. 4 (1924): 101-116.
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also through the instantiation of new “literary facts™: that changes in literary genre occur not
through systematic development, but in leaps, which redefine the boundaries of the given genre.
Lefists developed this concept into a literature of fact (literatura fakta), the specific iteration of
factography in the literary text. Literature of fact advocated for use of real-life factual material in
literary texts. Lefists debated the distinctions between artistic and biographical or historiographical
forms of writing, but they generally sought to expand the conception of artistic tasks, as the above-
quoted enumeration of genres of their work from the anniversary issue of Novyi Lef illustrates.
The use of factual material pulled from everyday reality, oftentimes in genres of art
traditionally understood as ‘low,” to return to the terminology of Tynianov’s article, was not
merely to chronicle that reality, but to efface the distinction between everyday reality and the
reality of the artistic work. As Fore summarizes,
In this society [of the late 1920s], where the distinction between the object and its image
grew increasingly tenuous, the factographers understood acts of signification not as
veridical reflections or reduplications of an ontologically more primary reality, but as
actual and objective components of everyday, lived experience.*®
In the article “Literature of Life-Building,” Nikolai Chuzhak enumerates predecessors to literature
of fact including Dmitry Furmanov’s Chapaev (1923) and Tynianov’s Kiukhlia (1925, written in
connection to the centennial of the Decembrist Uprising), and other examples of texts and other
art forms, many of which transcend genres and delineations between fiction and non-fiction, “not
even to speak of the best factographic works of the drivers of the revolution and Party leaders.”*’
Other historical developments in theorizing the relationship between art and reality cannot

be traced here, but it is worth mentioning that the narrower question of factual depiction of the

October Revolution appeared early and often, including discussions connected to anniversaries.

4 Fore, “Introduction,” 6.

47 Chuzhak, “Literatura zhiznestroeniia (istoricheskii probeg),” Novyi Lef no. 11 (1928): 15-16.
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Nikolai Evreinov, one of the principal directors of The Storming of the Winter Palace (Vziatie
Zimnego dvortsa), a mass spectacle staged on Uritsky (formerly Palace) Square for the third
anniversary of the October Revolution in 1920 and involving “up to eight thousand participants
and one hundred thousand spectators,”*® wrote that
In contentious sessions, we studied the historical ‘course of events,’ not only through books
but also in live, heart-felt conversations with those who had actually participated in the

storming of the Winter Palace, as well as with some of the former palace servants who had
lived through those events so catastrophic to the old regime.*°

Corney shows that Evreinov conscientiously framed the mass spectacle to invite comparisons with
the Storming of the Bastille.>® These essential tensions between factuality and “the distillation in
a single emblematic event of the October Revolution’s essential qualities” persist in the poemy that
Aseev and Mayakovsky contributed to the anniversary.>?

By 1927 the Lefists were long acquainted with hostility from other literary camps. Indeed,
the opening of Novyi Lef was met immediately with attacks by Viacheslav Polonsky in lzvestiia,
who referred to Lef as a “sham” (blef).5? In 1927 Aseev and Mayakovsky were also feuding with
Maksim Gor'ky, whom Aseev visited in Italy in November.52 As will be discussed in the following

chapters, some of the negative criticism of their anniversary poemy proceeded on explicitly anti-

48 Corney, Telling October, 76.

49 Nikolai Evreinov, “The Storming of the Winter Palace. Recollections of the staging to celebrate the third anniversary
of the October Revolution,” in “The Storming of the Winter Palace,” ed. Inke Arns, Igor Chubarov, and Sylvia Sasse
(Zurich-Berlin: diaphanes, 2016), 31.

%0 Corney, Telling October, 80.

51 Corney, Telling October, 76.

52 Barnes, Boris Pasternak: A Literary Biography, vol. 1 (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 386-
89.

5 Aseev published reminiscences of his visit to Gor'ky in his 1928 The Beauty without Her Makeup
(Razgrimirovannaia krasavitsa).
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Lef partisan grounds. Caricatures and satiric poems about Lefists appeared in major journals of
competing artistic groups.

Given this heated opposition to Lef, it is perhaps counterintuitive that Novyi Lef invited
feedback from its readership on its anniversary issue. The note appearing in the table of contents
to the issue reads:

CLII/ITaH, 4TO CABUT U UBMCHCHMUS XYIO0KCCTBCHHOT'O BKYCa HUT'IC HE MOT'YT OTPAa3UTLCA TaK

CHJIBHO, KaK B XyJIO)XeCTBEHHOM O¢opMieHUH OKTAOPHCKOTO IECATHIICTHS, PEIaKITUs

Hogoro Jlega npocut uurarteneil cooOumTh el cBOM HAOMIOAEHUS MO MOBOAY 3TOTO

odopmiteHus (1300pa3UTEIBHOTO, PEYCBOT0, My3bIKATBHOT'O, OPTaHU3AI[HOHHOTO).

Being of the view that the shift and change of artistic taste cannot be reflected anywhere as

strongly as in the artistic design of the October decennial, the editorial board of New Lef

asks readers to inform it of their observations concerning this design (visual, oral, musical,

organizational).>*
The reference to ‘the editorial board” might suggest that this invitation emanated from
Mayakovsky’s pen, but the question of its authorship is of no particular importance. Rather, 1
would draw attention to another example the reciprocal dynamic between the artist and the
recipient of the artistic work: the implication is that feedback on the “artistic design of the October
decennial” from the journal’s readers would help Lefists to identify areas for improvement to better
meet the “shift and change of artistic taste.” At the same time, the contributions of Lefists would
shape the October narrative in the minds and memories of its readers.

Contributions of Lefists certainly received feedback, both approving and disapproving, in
their own time and in Soviet literary scholarship, but the anniversary poemy of Aseev and
Mayakovsky by and large have escaped Anglophone scholarly attention. This dissertation begins

to fill that gap. The following chapters will examine in turn Nikolai Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov

and Vladimir Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! with explicit focus on how these works operate within and

54 Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927): 88.
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respond to the context of the tenth anniversary celebration. Applying Corney’s arguments about
the interconnectedness of memory and narrative and the importance of articulation of personal
experience in the process of formation of the October narrative, these chapters will observe the
ways in which the principles of factography function in these poemy. Emphasis therefore will be
placed on these authors’ use of documentary sources and various types of reminiscence in their
works. Certain of these sources appear only in archival materials from the State Archive of the
Russian Federation (Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Rossiiskoi Federatsii, GARF) and the Russian State
Archive of Literature and Art (Rossiiskii Gosudarstvennyi Arkhiv Literatury i Iskusstvo, RGALI);
some of these sources are considered, as best as | can tell, for the first time in this dissertation.
Of equal importance from this point of view will be the poets’ deviations from source
material: 1 will argue that despite programmatic emphasis on factuality in Novyi Lef and within
these specific poemy, both Aseev and Mayakovsky deviate from, modify, omit, and otherwise
manipulate source material. At times these manipulations correspond to broader tendencies in
Soviet literature of the 1920s; at others, they may be understood as attempts at creation of
ideologically acceptable, dramatic, cohesive narrative. In any case, the starting point of this study
is the premise that these works, neither commissioned nor compelled from above, represent their
authors’ attempts, under the aegis of the social mandate, at experimentation with the ideas of

factography, and in the face of sharp criticism, to tell October.
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Chapter 2
The Civil War in Siberia: Facts and Inventions of Nikolai Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov®
Nikolai Nikolaevich Aseev (1889-1963) is likely the less familiar poet to enter this study. His work
is far less studied than that of Mayakovsky, and many biographical details remain unestablished.
Nonetheless, Aseev occupied a significant place in Soviet literature, both in the 1920s and
subsequently. This chapter begins with a brief introduction to Aseev’s life and works on the
assumption that they are less familiar to the reader.

Aseev was born in L'gov in Kursk Province.> He moved to Moscow in 1909 and enrolled
in the Institute of Commerce (from which it appears that he withdrew) and audited courses at
Moscow State University. Aseev was associated with Futurism from the early years of the
movement as a member of the Centrifuge group.®” In Moscow in 1913 or 1914 he also met
Mayakovsky and Velimir Khlebnikov — poets who would greatly influence his subsequent
development. After a stint in the army in World War | as a draftee, Aseev met the October
Revolution as a deputy of the Soviet of Soldiers in Vladivostok. While there, he worked initially

at the Labor Board (Birzha truda), then as a literary correspondent and editor for the newspaper

55 A version of this chapter has been published as: “Telling the Civil War in Nikolai Aseev’s Semén Proskakov,”
Revolutionary Russia 32, no. 1 (2019): 86-109.

% Biographical information has been compiled primarily from Dictionary of Literary Biography, Handbook of Russian
Literature, Urban, “Poeziia Nikolaia Aseeva,” Aseev, “Put' v poeziiu” and “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem,” and Aseeva, “Iz
vospominanii.” Additional citations appear for other sources.

57 With Boris Pasternak and Sergei Bobrov, Aseev was a founding member of the Centrifuge group. He contributed
to its 1913 miscellany Lirika (other contributors to the volume were Vera Stanevich, Semyon Rubanovich, Sergei
Raevsky, Aleksei Sidorov, Sergei Bobrov, and Boris Pasternak). Markov refers to Aseev’s first book of poetry,
Nochnaia fleita (Nocturnal Flute) as both “his least Aseyev-like book, because it is too Western and too literary” and
“paradoxically, the most futuristic book of the Lirika group” (Markov, Russian Futurism, 235). Bobrov wrote the
introduction for Nochnaia fleita; Aseev wrote the introduction to Pasternak’s first volume of poetry Bliznets v tuchakh;
Pasternak reviewed Aseev’s 1916 volume Oksana.

It appears that Aseev remained a member of the group until his departure for the Far East in 1917, the year
to which Markov dates the end of the group as such (Vladimir Markov, Russian Futurism: A History [Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1968], 275).

On Centrifuge, see Markov, Russian Futurism, 228-275, and on Aseev in the group, 242-252; and Lazar'
Fleishman, “Istoriia ‘Tsentrifugi’,” in Stat'i o Pasternake (Bremen: K-Presse, 1977): 62-101.
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Dal'nevostochnoe obozrenie (later Dal'nevostochnaia tribuna). After the establishment of a White
government in Vladivostok in 1921,% Aseev and his wife Kseniia (née Siniakova, also referred to
as Oksana) relocated to Chita. Although it seems that Aseev maintained only sporadic contact with
the mainstream of Futurism in Moscow, he collaborated with Futurists in Vladivostok and Chita
including fellow future members of the Left Front of Arts (Lef) David Burliuk, Nikolai Chuzhak,
Pyotr Neznamov, and Sergei Tret'iakov in the Tvorchestvo group.>® At the same time, Aseev
advocated for and published works by Mayakovsky, Khlebnikov, Kamensky, and other Futurists
in the Tvorchestvo group’s journal of the same name and co-wrote satire with Tret'iakov for the
newspaper Dal'nevostochnoe obozrenie.® The print run of Aseev’s only book of poetry published
in the Far East, the 1921 Bomba (The Bomb), was mostly destroyed in consequence of the struggle
for Vladivostok, but the book has been described as Aseev’s “categorial futurist yes to the
communist revolution.”! In his 1927 prose essay “October in the Far East” Aseev described
himself and his Futurist colleagues in Vladivostok as follows:

Msl B ropoje, KMIIAIIEM HHTEPBEHTAMH W KOHTPpPa3BEAYMKAMHU, YYBCTBOBAJIU ceOs
TaKUMM JK€ JINTEpaTYypHbBIMH MapTH3aHAMHU, OECHOKOAIIMMHU CO3HAHUE, JEeNAIOUIMMU

% The Whites occupied Vladivostok in May 1921. On the change of power see Canfield Smith, Vladivostok under
Red and White Rule: Revolution and Counter-Revolution in the Russian Far East, 1920-1922 (Seattle: University of
Washington Press, 1975), 93-98.

As is frequently the case with Aseev’s biography in these years, precise dates are difficult to establish. It may
be inferred from Mayakovsky’s letters to Aseev and Chuzhak, dated to around 20 August 1921, that they had been in
Chita for some time by then. See Mayakovsky, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 13, 50-51.

% Tvorchestvo was the successor to the “literary-artistic society” Balaganchik, named, as Kseniia Aseeva confirms,
after Aleksandr Blok’s 1906 play of that title (Aseeva, “Iz vospominanii,” in Vospominaniia o Nikolae Aseeve
[Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1980] 20). Burliuk, Chuzhak, Tret’iakov and others had also been in Vladivostok, where
the journal Tvorchestvo and the group that bore its name grew from Aseev and Tret’iakov’s collaborative work on
political feuilletons for the newspaper under the pseudonym “Bul'-Bul'.” Neznamov corresponded with Tvorchestvo
from Chita. See Aseev, “Oktiabr’ na Dal’nem,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 43-47.

80 According to Kseniia Aseeva, her husband initially contributed “verse feuilletons™ to the newspaper and worked as
a proofreader; he became an editor of the paper after the seizure of Vladivostok in April 1920 by the Japanese army,
because he, unlike the sitting editor at the time, was politically unaffiliated. As a condition for serving as editor, Aseev
chose the content for one page of the newspaper, and “after this, Aseev gained the opportunity to print Mayakovsky
almost every day.” Aseeva, “lz vospominanii,” 19.

61 Markov, Russian Futurism, 250.
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BbUIA3KW TNPOTUB  OENIIKOB Ha  JUTEparypHoM  (poHTE, OOOAPSAIOUIMMHU |
NEPEKITMKAIOIMMHUCS CO CBOUMH, OTOIIEAIIMMH B COIKHU U 3aTAUBIIMMHUCS B HHUX.%2

We, in a city teeming with interventionists and counter-intelligence operatives, felt like
such literary partisans [as those who fought in the Far East — ZR], who were disturbing
consciousness, making excursions against the Whites, on the literary front, emboldening
and aligning with our own, who had withdrawn to the hills and hidden in them.
In Chita, Aseev also participated in a literary-historical group led by the historian Mark Azadovsky
and connected to the State Institute for Public Education (Gosudarstvennyi institut narodnogo
obrazovaniia).

Upon his return to Moscow in early 192252 with the assistance of then-Commissar of the
People’s Enlightenment Anatoly Lunacharsky and the literary critic and former participant in the
Futurist artistic group Balaganchik luda Grossman-Roshchin,%* Aseev reunited with Mayakovsky
and other Futurist colleagues in the newly formed Lef. In Moscow Aseev worked prodigiously,

writing and publishing original works in Lef and elsewhere. At this time Aseev actively

collaborated with Mayakovsky; he also engaged in writing for cinema, albeit with limited

82 Aseev, “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927): 46.

83 According to the reminiscences of Kseniia Aseeva, she and her husband left Chita on January 28, 1922, and the trip
back to Moscow took over a month. Furthermore, Aseeva recalls that VVelimir Khlebnikov visited them a few days
after their return, and that he wrote the poema Sinie okovy (Blue Fetters) then and there. The poema is dated March-
April 1922, Aseeva, “lz vospominanii,” 25, 28; Grigor'ev and Parnis, “Primechaniia,” 687.

A more precise date of their return has not emerged in my research, but it is clear that Aseev resumed activity
in the Moscow literary scene quickly. Both Nikolai Khardzhiev and Vasily Katanian place Aseev at a meeting in
Moscow between numerous Futurists and Anatoly Lunacharsky held 1 May 1922 (Khardzhiev, “A.V. Lunacharskii o
Khlebnikove,” in Stat’i ob avangarde v dvukh tomakh, vol. 2 [Moscow: RA, 1997], 289; Katanian, Maiakovskii:
Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, [Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1985], 227). In his “Reminiscences on Mayakovsky”
(“Vospominaniia o Maiakovskom™), Aseev writes that:

In the years of revolution we [he and Mayakovsky] did not see each other. I was in the Far East. [...] In the
year 1922 we met as if we had never parted: we had everything in common — views, tastes, sympathies,
antipathies. Mayakovsky made efforts for me, arranging for me accommodations, work; he brought me into
society, carefully detailing to a public that was still unfamiliar with me who I am and what | am.

(Aseev “Vospominaniia o0 Maiakovskom,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 672)

The date of 1923 provided in Aseev’s entry in the Dictionary of Literary Biography therefore seems inaccurate.

64 Aseev writes in “October in the Far East” that Grossman-Roshchin assisted him and his wife Kseniia Aseeva with
their return to Moscow without additional description. Aseev, “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927): 49.
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success.® At the same time, Aseev caught on to developments in Futurism like Mayakovsky’s
‘staircase’ (lesenka) graphic orientation, which Aseev adopted by 1925,%¢ and the theory of social
mandate.

It can be said that Aseev had been fulfilling the social mandate since well before its
formulation, often in the form of topical and commemorative poems. In the Far East Aseev began
writing “lyric feuilletons,” one of the first of which, by Aseev’s own appraisal, was the poem “An
Answer” (“Otvet,” 1918), on the occupation of Vladivostok by interventionist forces; the topical
satire written by Aseev and Tret'iakov mentioned above also had a sociopolitical function.®’
Topical poems of the post-Vladivostok 1920s include “Sacco and Vanzetti” (1925), an indictment
of the judicial system of the United States and defense of the Italian immigrant anarchists accused
of murder in Braintree, Massachusetts; “Don’t Push!” (“Ne tolkaites!” 1926), a poem published in
Izvestiia on 1 October 1926 that chastises pedestrians and commuters for poor manners; and
“Combat Alert” (“Boevaia trevoga,” 1927), a response to fears of military intervention by Western

powers.

% For example, Aseev composed and is credited for a screenplay for Lev Kuleshov’s The Extraordinary Adventures
of Mister West in the Land of the Bolsheviks, although it was almost entirely rewritten. Lev Kuleshov and Aleksandra
Khokhlova, 50 let v kino (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1975), 86-87; see also Graffy, “Literature and Film,” in The Cambridge
Companion to Twentieth-Century Russian Literature, ed. Evgeny Dobrenko and Marina Balina (Cambridge, UK and
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 247.

8 Mayakovsky developed lesenka in 1923 and “used it in every poem until his death seven years later” (Michael
Wachtel, The Development of Russian Verse: Meter and its Meanings [Cambridge, UK and New York: Cambridge
University Press, 1998], 206). For a formal analysis of Mayakovsky’s lesenka, see M. Gasparov, “Ritm i sintaksis:
porozhdenie ‘lesenki’ Maiakovskogo,” Problemy strukturnoi lingvistiki 1979 (Moscow: Akademiia nauk SSSR,
Institut russkogo iazyka, 1981): 148-168. To the best of my knowledge, Aseev’s use of lesenka has not been studied
outside of Wachtel’s brief discussion.

57 Adol'f Urban, “Poeziia Nikolaia Aseeva,” in Stikhotvoreniia i poemy (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1980), 17.
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By 1927 Aseev was also a veteran writer of commemorative poetry.®® In the decade since
the October Revolution, Aseev had written, in chronological order by the dating in the 1967
Biblioteka poeta: Bol'shaia seriia,®® poems for the seven-year anniversary of the October
Revolution (“Parade of the Seven-Year Anniversary” [“Parad semiletiia”] and “Poema,” 1924),
the twenty-year anniversary of the 1905 revolution (“The Fifth” [“Piatyi”], 1925),7° the hundred-
year anniversary of the Decembrist Uprising (“Blue Hussars” and “December Fog” [“Sinie
gusary” and “Dekabr'skii tuman”], 1925), the anniversary of Lenin’s death (“The Anniversary
of the Death of the Leader” [“Godovshchina smerti vozhdia], 1925), the deaths of Polish
revolutionaries Walery Baginski and Antoni Wieczorkiewicz (“In Memory of Baginski and
Wieczorkiewicz” [“Pamiati Baginskogo i Vechorkevicha”] 1925), the renaming of Petrograd as
Leningrad (“To the City” [“Gorodu™], 1925-1927), the death of Felix Dzerzhinsky (“The Time of
the Best” [“Vremia luchshikh”] 1926), and poems on May Day (“The Sun of the First of May”
[“Pervomaiskoe solntse], 1925) and International Women’s Day (“Female Worker Comrades!

"’

The everyday is a walking skeleton. To the struggle with it from the diapers and cabbage soup

% The 1928 three-volume Sobranie stikhotvorenii includes sections of “agitation poems” (in vol. 1) and “occasional
poems” (in vol. 2). These designations overlap somewhat with categories of ‘topical’ and ‘commemorative’ poems in
use here.

% In the following I list elegies together with works commemorating holidays, events, people, and so forth, to suggest
that they belong to one broad category, but not to diminish or overlook generic differences.

This list is selective in two ways. First, I have listed only those poems that show the consistency of Aseev’s
participation in literary commemoration and/or the breadth of topics he pursued; second, no complete collection of
Aseev’s works has ever appeared. The most comprehensive publication, the five-volume Sobranie sochinenii
published in 1963, is incomplete and lacks academic commentary. For these reasons, | refer also to the 1967 second
edition of Biblioteka poeta: Bol'shaia seriia which includes some works not published in the Sobranie sochinenii as
well as academic commentary.

" Meshkov does not provide a name for Aseev’s additional unfinished poema on the 1905 Revolution (Meshkov,
Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual’nost' i ideono-khudozhestvennoe razvitie [Sverdlovsk: lzdatel’stvo
Sverdlovskogo universiteta, 1987], 152).

"L “Sinie gusary” and “Dekabrskii tuman” were published together as a short cycle as “To the Decembrists”
(“Dekabristam™) in the third issue of Novyi mir in 1926 and as “Poems about the Decembrists” (“Stikhi o
Dekabristakh™) in Aseev’s 1927 volume Hoarfrost (Izmoroz').
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[“Tovarishchi rabotnitsy! Byt — kashei. S nim na bor'bu ot pelenok u shchei!”], 1925). The
commemorative poem “October” (“Oktiabr”) appeared in the 7 November 1926 issue of Izvestiia,
two pages after Mayakovsky’s anniversary poem “Don’t jubilee!” (“Ne iubileite!”).”? In 1927,
Aseev wrote and published numerous poems for the ten-year anniversary. In addition to Semyon
Proskakov, parts of which appeared as separate works, sometimes without attribution to the larger
work,”® Aseev published “The Tenth October” (“Desiatyi Oktiabr”’), which was published in
Pravda in the issue for 6-7 November, “She [the revolution] continues” (“Ona prodolzhaetsia™),
and “The Biography of the Revolution” (“Biografiia revoliutsii”). The essay “October in the Far
East,” published in the double 8-9 (August-September) issue of Novyi Lef for 1927, provides a

briefer biographical account of Aseev’s experience of the Civil War in Vladivostok.’

2 This issue, longer than usual at ten pages, featured only these two poems.

Two other poems, both titled “Deviat' let” but with different first lines («’Ku3Hp — cuiibHE# U sipUe CTHXOB. ..»
and «/leBsTh JieT, moTpsicaromiue Mup...») were published 6 November 1926 and 7 November 1926 in Uchitel'skaia
gazeta and Krashaia gazeta, respectively. These poems were not anthologized subsequently, and | have been unable
to locate copies of their original publications; however, their titles, first lines, and dates of publication suggest that
they commemorate the ninth anniversary of the October Revolution.

8 For example, Aseev published two sets of two poems each under the heading “October Songs” (“Oktiabr'skie pesni,”
not to be confused with his 1925 book of poems with the same title) in the periodic press. In the 6 November 1927
issue of Zaria Vostoka, Aseev published poems with the first lines «3a To, uro Hama cuia...» and «A IOKa MBI 31€Ch
pasroBapuBaeM...»; the latter of these is identifiable as a line in the third section of the chapter “Trains.” In issue 11
(November) of Oktiabr', Aseev’s “October Songs” included a poem «Ilo Menouam» («MBbI XOMM B KHHO, HTPAEM B
MaJDKOHT...») and «A TIOKa MBI 37IeCh pa3roBapuBaeM...», under the title «Kuzup».

Library holdings of Zaria Vostoka for 1927 in the United States are sparse; | have not been able to view this
issue, and therefore cannot ascertain that these two versions of «A moka mbI 371ech pa3roBapuBaeM. ..» are identical, or
that it also had the title «XKusup». In Oktiabr', the poem has no attribution to Semyon Proskakov; the chapter in question
first appeared in Komsomol'skaia Pravda on 6 October, but | have not located a copy of that issue either. In any case,
the dates of these publications are certainly significant.

Information on these publications gathered from: Russkie sovetskie pisateli, poety: Biobibliograficheskii
ukazatel’, vol. 2.

"4 The role of personal accounts of the Revolution and Civil War in the 1927 anniversary will receive further treatment
not only in this chapter, but also in the next chapter, in the context of Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! and his 1927 essay
“Anything but Reminiscences...” (“Tol'ko ne vospominaniia...”), which appeared in the same issue of Novyi Lef
immediately before Aseev’s essay.

Some of the content of “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem” had appeared previously in the essay “Tri goda na Dal'nem
Vostoke,” published in the sixth issue of Pechat' i revoliutsiia in 1922.
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After 1927, Aseev continued to write commemorative poems, including “The Song of
Eleven Years” (“Pesnia odinnatsati let,” 1928) for the eleven-year anniversary. Interest in
historical subjects and figures continued with a longer poem lauding Nikolai Chernyshevsky; this
work was published a year after the centenary of his birth (“Chernyshevsky,” 1929).” Had Aseev
completed the longer work about Lenin that he began, and even published part of as “The Youth
of Lenin” [“Molodost' Lenina,” 1929]), but ultimately abandoned, a cycle of longer works tracing
the “three stages” of the Russian revolution as outlined by Lenin (the epochs of the Decembrists,
of Chernyshevsky, and of the Bolsheviks) would have emerged.’®

The remaining years of Aseev’s career span over three decades. After Mayakovsky’s death,
some considered Aseev for the unofficial position of ‘first poet;” Aseev, like Pasternak, declined
this role.”” The work that some consider Aseev’s magnum opus, the poema Mayakovsky Begins
(Maiakovskii nachinaetsia, first printed in full in 1940), for which Aseev won the Stalin Prize in
1941, aims to commemorate the works and legacy of Mayakovsky. He also wrote an introduction
titled “The Strength of Mayakovsky” (“Sila Maiakovskogo”) for the twelve-volume Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii of Mayakovsky’s works published 1939-1949, which he co-edited with the
poet’s sister Liudmila Mayakovskaya, Viktor Pertsov, and Mark Serebriansky. At the same time,

and continuing through the 1940s, Aseev translated poetry from Polish, Ukrainian, Czech, Spanish,

s According to William Nickel, the 1928 Chernyshevsky centennial jubilee was a muted affair compared to that of
Tolstoy, who was born in the same year. | have not found any works by Aseev that connect with the Tolstoy centennial
(and think Tolstoy an unlikely figure for Aseev to celebrate; if Tret'iakov expressed the general Lef position, Tolstoy
was a perceptive writer, but also a propagator of bourgeois ideology. See Tret'iakov, “Novyi Lev Tolstoy,” Novyi Lef
no. 1 (1927): 34. On the Tolstoy and Chernyshevsky centennials, see Nickel, “Tolstoy in 1928, 17-38.

76 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil: Poeziia Nikolaia Aseeva (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1985), 306-307. Aseev
published “Chernyshevsky” in the journal Oktiabr' in 1929 as an excerpt from a poema called “Tri pokoleniia.”
Shaitanov explains: “Its [the poema’s] name was prompted by Lenin’s thought on three stages of the liberation
movement in Russia” (Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 307). It is worth noting that Aseev ultimately never compiled
the cycle, and Shaitanov speculates that either the unfinished work on Lenin’s youth or his cycle “Vremia luchshikh,”
on Felix Dzerzhinsky, could have represented the final part.

" Shklovsky, “Krutaia lesnitsa,” in Vospominaniia o Nikolae Aseeve, 90-91.
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Azerbaijani, and Armenian.”® After turning to patriotic poetry during World War I1, Aseev wrote
a prose essay “Moscow — The Head of the Whole World” (“Moskva — vsemu svetu golova”) for
the 800-year anniversary of the founding of Moscow, and he continued to write commemorative
poems into the 1950s, including “Our October” (“Nash Oktiabr',” 1951-1954) and “The Fifth
Decade” (“Piatoe desiatiletie,” 1953). From the late 1950s until his death, Aseev also corresponded
regularly with Dmitry Likhachev and mentored young poets including Viktor Sosnora, Andrei
Voznesensky, and others.” His final volumes of verse, Harmony and My Poems Themselves (Lad
and Samye moi stikhi), appeared in 1961 and 1962 respectively. The announcement of his death
published in Pravda on 18 July 1963 defined him as “one of the renowned pioneers of Soviet
poetry, a great master of the literature of Socialist Realism.”

This chapter focuses on the poema Semyon Proskakov, Aseev’s lengthiest contribution to
the poetry of the 1927 anniversary of the October Revolution. It examines Semyon Proskakov in
the context of the 1927 anniversary, the literary landscape of the 1920s, and the literary theories
advanced in Novyi Lef in 1927 to shed light on how norms of representation broadly observed in
Soviet literature and theoretical principles advocated by Lef at the time coalesce in a literary work
written for an event that provided opportunities for pro-Soviet authors to voice their own narratives

of the revolution. Although Aseev was a prominent poet in the late 1920s — one commentator in

1927 noted a preponderance of “Aseev imitators” or “sub-Aseevs” (pod-Aseevy) alongside

8 1t is not clear which, if any, of these languages Aseev knew; most likely, he worked from literal translations
(podstrochniki).

9 Some of these letters are collected in Aseev, Rodoslovnaia poezii: stat'i, vospominaniia, pis'ma (Moscow:
Sovetskii pisatel’, 1990).

8 Coincidentally, this announcement was printed alongside an announcement of events and publications connected to
commemoration of the seventieth year since Mayakovsky’s birth (19 July 1893, N.S.).
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imitators of Mayakovsky, Pasternak, and Tikhonov® — his work is not often read nor discussed in

scholarship today. The next section provides an overview of extant scholarship.

Literature Review: Aseev and Semyon Proskakov in Russophone and Anglophone
Scholarship

Anglophone scholarship devoted to Aseev’s life and works is virtually nonexistent. His name
appears frequently in studies of Mayakovsky, Pasternak, Tsvetaeva, and others, and in histories of
Russian Futurism. Although there are entries on Aseev in the Dictionary of Literary Biography
and the Handbook of Russian Literature, to the best of my knowledge, a book-length biography of
Aseev in English is yet to be written. The lengthiest English-language discussions of Aseev’s work
of which I am aware are the approximately eight pages in Halina Stephan’s 1981 study Lef and
the Left Front of Arts, which considers Aseev’s role in Lef and its journal in the years 1922-1925,
and the approximately ten pages loosely devoted to him, plus passing mentions, in Vladimir
Markov’s Russian Futurism: A History (1968), which by design focus on the Futurist movement
only to 1917. Describing the allocation of space devoted to discussion of individual poets after
1917 in the book’s ‘epilogues’ on various poets, Markov names Aseev as one of the poets “whose
development after 1917 has been sufficiently studied,” and gives him only passing treatment.®?
Markov presumably means that Aseev’s development after 1917 has been studied
sufficiently in Russophone scholarship, and it is true that Russian scholars, primarily of the Soviet
era but in fact mostly writing after the publication of Markov’s study, have devoted more attention
to the biography and works of Aseev than Anglophone scholars. Five monographic studies of

Aseev’s life and works are cited in the following pages. These are Dmitrii Moldavsky’s Nikolai

8 luc Bol'shoi, “Chetyre poeta — Oktiabriu,” Krasnaia gazeta, 30 November 1927 (evening edition): 5.

82 Markov, Russian Futurism, X-Xi.
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Aseev (1965), Anatoly Karpov’s Nikolai Aseev: ocherk tvorchestva (1969), Vladimir Mil'’kov’s
Nikolai Aseev: literaturnyi portret (1973), Igor Shaitanov’s V sodruzhestve svetil: poeziia Nikolaia
Aseeva (1985), and Iurii Meshkov’s Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost' i ideino-
khudozhestvennoe razvitie (1987). Each of these works, as their titles suggest, focus on links
between the biography and creative work of the poet.

These works provide useful information about the origins of Semyon Proskakov and textual
commentary on the poema.® They remark on several key issues for this study, including the dual
roles of Proskakov as an individual and a symbol of the partisan movement, negative depiction of
villains, and overall, the extent to which and mechanisms by which Semyon Proskakov adheres to
or deviates from the facts of source material. These studies refer to source material to contextualize
Aseev’s poema, but do not discuss the poema with reference to Proskakov’s reminiscences, or
with the other sources cited in the poema. Rather, they tend to examine the question of factuality
as it relates to the subtitle of the poema, “Verse notes on materials on the history of the Civil War,”
and of later statements by Aseev in which he downplays the extent to which he and Mayakovsky
engaged in literature of fact in their 1927 anniversary poemy.8* Scholars have seen in these
statements support for the view that Semyon Proskakov features both factual material and authorial
invention. With some variation in the details, this consensus ultimately entails dismissal of the
issue of fact versus invention as irrelevant. | address conclusions of most of the scholars mentioned

here in the course of analysis.

8 Several articles and studies of book-chapter length specifically addressing Semyon Proskakov do not receive citation
in this chapter because they have proven impossible to obtain.

8 See, for example, Aseev’s description of Novyi Lef in the chapter “Artel' Lefa” of his “Vospominaniia o
Maiakovskom” (Aseev, “Vospominaniia o Maiakovskom,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 667-678). In the Sobranie
sochinenii the essay is dated 1930-1963 (the year of Aseev’s death).
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Given that scholars have generally found discussion of and comparison to Mayakovsky
inescapable in discussion of Aseev, it stands to reason that Aseev has received attention from
maiakovedy. Among such studies, valuable discussion of Aseev and particularly Semyon
Proskakov appears in the works of Aleksandr Metchenko, Vasily Katanian, Nikolai Khardzhiev,
and Viktor Pertsov, the latter three of whom associated with Aseev and other Futurists (or former
Futurists) at the time. Alisa Kriukova has addressed the question of Aseev and Mayakovsky’s
interrelations specifically; her examination of the history of composition of similar works by Aseev
and Mayakovsky reveals that Aseev did not always follow Mayakovsky’s lead: the reverse was
also true. Kriukova also compiled and edited voluminous materials on the composition of
Mayakovsky Begins.

Building on insights of these scholars and agreeing in general with the conclusions of many
of them, the present study aims to remediate a lack of examination of the documentary sources
used by Aseev in his factographic practice, without which the poema and its mechanisms of
presentation of fact (and, alternatively, distortion or deviation from it) cannot be adequately
understood. Likewise, the goal of this work is not to understand Aseev’s poema in terms of its role
in the poet’s development, but in terms of literary norms, theories, and practices operating
contemporaneously with the ten-year anniversary celebration of the October Revolution. Semyon
Proskakov is considered first and foremost as a contribution to the poetry of the ten-year
anniversary, with limited attention to its place in Aseev’s poetic career.

My research has not uncovered any studies devoted exclusively to Aseev or Semyon
Proskakov in English, although as mentioned above, he sometimes receives passing reference. One
recent article by Liudmila Schleyfer-Lavine discusses several agit-poemy co-written by Aseev and

Mayakovsky (and Mayakovsky and Sergei Tret'iakov) in the mid-1920s. This study, for all its
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insights on the agit-poemy themselves, continues a tradition in scholarship to shunt Aseev to the
side and focus on Mayakovsky. In Lavine’s article, both Aseev and Tret'iakov occupy no
appreciable place; the agit-poemy are understood as outcomes of Mayakovsky’s engagement with
Russian literary tradition and his agitational work in the 1920s.

Therefore, this chapter will attempt to break new ground in Aseev scholarship. To the best
of my knowledge, it is the only close examination of Semyon Proskakov in English. The following
section provides an account of the origins of the poema, a synopsis of it, and contextualization of

the poema in the 1927 anniversary of the October Revolution.

Semyon Proskakov: Overview
With the ten-year anniversary approaching, Aseev and Mayakovsky made an agreement to write
something “new and unusual” («4ro-HUOYZb HOBOE U HeoOBbIYHOE») 10 commemorate the tenth
anniversary of the October Revolution.® The outcome of Mayakovsky’s side of the agreement,
the poema Khorosho!, will be discussed in the next chapter. The obvious pride with which
Mayakovsky described his and Aseev’s contributions to the literature of the tenth anniversary of
the October Revolution is evident in Aseev’s recollections of Mayakovsky’s initial reaction to
Semyon Proskakov:
ITomnro, korna s Hanucan «Cemena IIpockakoBa», MasKOBCKHI CIIyIIajl €ro MEPBBIM.
[IpocnymaB, kak-TO B3BOJIHOBAJICS, ITOCMOTPEN HAa MEHS BHUMATEIbHO U C KaKOW-TO
xopolen 3aBucTbio ckazan: «Hy, magno, Konbka! S Toke ckopo koH4y cBOIO Betib! Torma
nocmoTpum!» B 3T0i mpocToayITHOM, ManbuHIeckoi gpase ckazasics Becb MasKOBCKUH.

910 6B1ﬂa M BbICIIAsA IOXBajla MHC, U YAUBUTCIIBHO XOpPOMIEC YYBCTBO TOBAPUIICCKOI'O
copeBHOBaHu1.%

8 V. Voronov, “Rassvet — chto ni den’ — molozhe...,” Ogonek 28 (July 1959): 27. For further (albeit limited)
discussion of the agreement, see Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost', 152, and Metchenko,
Tvorchestvo Maiakovskogo 1925-1930 gg. (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1961), 320-321.

8 Aseev, “Vospominaniia o Maiakovskom,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 675.
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I remember that when 1 finished writing Semyon Proskakov, Mayakovsky listened to it
first. When he had heard it through, he somehow became agitated, looked at me intently
and with a kind of good-natured envy said: “All right, Kol'ka! I also will finish my thing
soon. Then we’ll see!” In this simplehearted, childlike phrase the whole Mayakovsky
proclaimed itself. This was also high praise for me, and a remarkably nice feeling of
comradely competition.

Aseev’s focus on the Civil War should not be considered unusual: it was a common literary
subject in the 1920s. It also was not unusual in the context of the anniversary celebration: although
the Civil War was violent and devastating, its conclusion represented the end of the Bolshevik
struggle for power.8” Michael Gorham points out that in the 1920s “the civil war [was] probably
the seminal event in the Bolshevik quest for postrevolutionary legitimacy.”® Sheila Fitzpatrick
has described the Civil War on the level of the Bolshevik Party as a “formative experience” and a
“baptism by fire... that the Bolsheviks and Lenin seemed to want.”8% Moreover, Frederick Corney
describes the Civil War as an integral part of anniversary celebrations in 1927. For example, a
march through Moscow was planned to guide participants past “living pictures, platforms with
spectacles and plays that enacted seminal moments: 1905, the ‘dress rehearsal for the October
Revolution’; 1914; 1917; and the Civil War.”?® A similar mass spectacle centered at Petropavlovsk
Fortress in Leningrad sonically and visually depicted the history of the revolution thus:

The spectacle announced the February Revolution to the strains of the ‘Marseillaise’ and a

circle of burning torches around the fortress. It announced October by the illumination of

factory chimneys, the gallows, the casemates of the fortress, and a single shot from the
Aurora. The Civil War was signaled by machine gun fire and howling sirens and factory

87 The front page of Pravda for 6-7 November 1927 is illustrative of the link between the October Revolution and the
Civil War: “The sons of the working class, the blossom of the working class, perished in the Civil War, whose bones
lay in the Urals and Siberia, near Perekop and approaching Leningrad, by Warsaw and Vladivostok — our thoughts
and reflections (dumy i mysli) are of them on the tenth anniversary of October.”

8 Michael Gorham, Speaking in Soviet Tongues: Language Culure and the Politics of Voice in Revolutionary Russia
(DeKalb, IL: Northern Illinois University Press, 2003), 116.

8 Sheila Fitzpatrick, “The Civil War as Formative Experience,” in Bolshevik Culture: Experiment and Order in the
Russian Revolution, eds. Abbott Gleason, Peter Kenez, and Richard Stites (Bloomington: Indiana University Press,
1985), 74.

% Corney, Telling October, 178.
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whistles; Lenin’s death, by a ‘funereal, plaintive symphony of sirens.” The apotheosis of

the spectacle came as a tight circle of torch fires surrounding the Petropavlovsk Fortress

gradually merged into a ‘continuous red glow,” while a ‘majestic fountain’ shot up from a

barge on the Neva, the geyser lit in all colors, and hundreds of fireworks were fired into

the skies. In a final scene, the illuminated profiles of the ships on the Neva stood out against
the Leningrad night.®*
Additional confirmation of the importance of the Civil War to the story of the Russian Revolution
(in the broadest possible sense) comes in another artistic contribution to the 1927 anniversary,
Eisenstein and Aleksandrov’s October. Upon receiving the commission to make a film for the
1927 anniversary, Eisenstein initially planned as “a huge, heroic film about the entire revolution,
from the overthrow of the Czar in February to the end of the Civil War in 1921.7%

Aseev at times emphasized the importance of personal experience for his choice of literary
subjects,®® but the extent to which his personal experience factored into Semyon Proskakov is
unclear.®* Meshkov writes that “work on the poema was helped by the circumstance of the poet’s
location in the Far East during the years of the revolution and the chance to see firsthand both the

‘famed forces’ (slavnoe voinstvo) of the White Guard and the courage (muzhestvo) and heroism of

the partisans,” but does not apply this claim to the text of the poema.®® The only experience that |

% Corney, Telling October, 179.
92 Robert A. Rosenstone, “October as History,” Rethinking History 5, no. 2 (2001): 257.

% For example, Shaitanov discusses a long-form project after Semyon Proskakov, a poema titled Smert' Oksmana and
similarly focused on a ‘little hero,” but now in the setting of the Caucasus. Aseev did not complete the poema, and
later wrote that he found his research insufficient without seeing the Caucasus in person. Shaitanov regards this claim
with some skepticism because of Aseev’s work with documentary materials in Semyon Proskakov (Shaitanov, V
sodruzhestve svetil, 314-315). Furthermore, Mil'kov cites an interview with Aseev published in Literaturnaia gazeta
in early 1932 in which Aseev described its hero of the work in terms equally applicable to Proskakov, but without the
dual characteristics of Proskakov as individual and typical: ““In this poema,’ the poet said, ‘I want to give a type of
person — an unnoticed, humble communist, on whose shoulders the revolution was carried out” (Mil'kov, Nikolai
Aseev: literaturnyi portret [Moscow: Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1973], 131). This statement could signal a departure from
Lef’s dismissive position on literary typology, but also calls the justification quoted by Shaitanov into question.

% Mayakovsky is more explicit in his participation and witness of the events of 1917; other works of the 1920s in
which the persona of the narrator is more or less explicitly tied to the author’s personal experience include Babel’s
Red Cavalry and Furmanov’s Chapaev.

9 Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 155.
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have found in Aseev’s biography with obvious connections to miners appears in “October in the
Far East.” Aseev describes an excursion to the Suchansk coal mines, undertaken as part of his
work with the Labor Bureau, to investigate and resolve a work stoppage that resulted from the
mine operators decision to detonate some sort of combustible material in a mine shaft.*® He does
not, however, connect this experience to Semyon Proskakov, which he was writing, or might have
even completed, by the time of the essay’s publication (sections of the poema already had been
published, including in the preceding issue of Novyi Lef).

The role of Aseev’s personal experience in the conception or writing of Semyon Proskakov
may be an unanswerable question, but in any case, the core material of the poema was derived
from documentary sources, many of which are explicitly named in the poema itself. Aseev found
the most crucial documentary source in the historical archives of the Central Committee of Mine
Workers (Arkhiv istprofa tsentral'nogo komiteta soiuza gornorabochikh): the reminiscences of
Semyon Proskakov, a Siberian miner-turned-partisan.’” These reminiscences and historical
documents published since 1925 enter the poema directly as epigraphs and indirectly as a factual
basis for its narrative.

With sections published in Krasnaia nov', Novyi Lef, Ogonek, Otkiabr',% and the periodic

press in Moscow, Kharkov, Odessa, and Thilisi in 1927, and in a five-thousand-copy revised full

% Aseev, “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem,” 40-41. Kseniia Aseeva also recalls the excursion: see Aseeva, “lz vospominaniia,”
18-19.

A poem published in the 14 October 1926 issue of Izvestiia, “Ballada o zheltom Tomase,” appears to discuss
the coal miners’ strike in the United Kingdom that took place in that same year.

% In light of certain ambiguities regarding the origin and nature of Proskakov’s text, which will be discussed in the
next section, throughout this work I use the more neutral “reminiscences” instead of terms like “note(s)” (although
Aseev described Proskakov’s text in that way at least once), “memoir(s),” or “diary/ies,” etc.

% Oktiabr', the journal of the All-Russian Association of Proletarian Writers (VAPP), published selections from
Semyon Proskakov despite antagonism of the journal’s editors towards the Lefists. This antagonism is seen clearly in
the first issue of Oktiabr' in 1927, in which Aseev debated the utilitarian function and future development of Soviet
poetry with his former colleague in the Far East luda Grossman-Roshchin. An editorial note to Aseev’s article “Na
chorta nam stikhi” (“What do we need verse for?”) indicates that the journal published Aseev’s article “only owing to
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book edition with photographs in 1928,%° Semyon Proskakov is categorized as a long narrative
poem (poema), although that generic designation neither appears in the work itself nor captures
the work’s specific relation to the theoretical views of Lef outlined in the introduction. The subtitle
of the work, “Verse notes for materials on the history of the Civil War” (“Stikhotvornye
primechaniia k materialam po istorii grazhdanskoi voiny”), immediately signals the work’s
ascription to literature of fact.°

Semyon Proskakov is comprised of an introductory section followed by four titled and

numbered chapters.'9* With rare exceptions (including two partisan songs), the poema is structured

the fact that the article contains a fairly clear formulation of the main errors of Lef and thereby facilitates the task of
exposing and struggling with the harmful influence of those mistakes, which lead any of their followers far away from
Marxism,” whereas Grossman-Roshchin’s response “expresses the opinion of the editorial board.” See Aseev, “Na
chorta nam stikhi?” and Grossman-Roshchin, “Otvet: otrkytoe pis'mo tov. N. Aseevu,” (“Response: Open Letter to
Comrade N. Aseev”) both in Oktiabr', no. 1 (1927): 142-154, 155-162 respectively.

Despite the deficiencies that its editorial board saw in Lef, Oktiabr' published a section of Aseev’s Semyon
Proskakov (“Chernyi ataman,” Oktiabr' 9 [1927]), the lyric poems “Vesn” (“Spring,” Oktiabr', no. 4 [1927]) and
“Chudna (krymskaia, lodochnaia)” (“Chudna [Crimean, Boating],” Oktiabr' no. 8 [1927]; a note in the Stikhotvoreniia
i poemy explains chudna as “a fore-and- aft sail in Norwegian”), and poems under the heading “Oktiabr'skie pesni” in
its anniversary issue (Oktiabr', no. 11 [1927). Poems by the Lefist Semyon Kirsanov were also published in the journal
in 1927; in 1928, it published several poems by Mayakovsky in its sixth issue, as well as a cycle of seven poems by
Aseev in its seventh.

9 Aseev introduced changes to punctuation and stanza breaks in the 1928 edition, and added, modified, or
supplemented epigraphs in some sections. This version of the poema was reprinted again in full in the third volume
of Sobranie stikhotvorenii (1928-1930).

A section of the final chapter was also published in Oktiabr' as part of the cycle “October Songs™ (not to be
confused with the short collection of poems that Aseev published under the same title in 1925), which also
commemorated the 1927 anniversary.

According to Shaitanov’s account of Aseev’s visit to Gor'ky in Sorrento in 1928, Gosizdat initially planned
a print run of three thousand for the 1928 edition of Semyon Proskakov. In Shaitanov’s telling of the story, having
heard Aseev recite the poema, Gor'ky was shocked that the print run was to be so small, claiming that “such things
ought to be published in a print run of one hundred thousand” (Aseeva, “lz vospominanii,” 30, gtd. in Shaitanov, V
sodruzhestve svetil, 313).

100 This point was evident to contemporary commentators. Reviews of Semyon Proskakov published in 1927-28 noted
its subtitle and source material; one reviewer even described the subtitle as “a direct indication of the method of
[Aseev’s] work” (Beskin, “Khorosho,” Chitatel’ i pisatel’, 1 February 1928, 6).

101 Chapters begin with a title, followed by one or more epigraphs, followed in turn by neuter-gender ordinal numbers
(pervoe, vtoroe, etc.). This style of enumeration could imply that each chapter comprises a “note” (primechanie); some
critics have interpreted the sections in this way. However, each of these parts is subdivided into two, or in one case
three, sections, numbered with Arabic numerals. The system of numbering parts and sections therefore also evokes
the division of a dramatic work into acts (with the ordinal number agreeing with deistvie) and scenes (1, 2, 3...).
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in a lesenka format; its varying polyrhythms can be summarized, if vaguely, as taktovik; the
majority of its rhymes are alternating or paired.1% In the first part, “Two Epitaphs” (“Dve epitafii”),
the hero Proskakov and the villain Admiral and Supreme Leader of Russia (verkhovnyi pravitel’)
from 1918 until his execution in February 1920 Aleksandr Kolchak speak their own epitaphs from
beyond the grave.!®® Focus then shifts to the military tribunal of Ataman of the Semirech'e
Cossacks Boris Annenkov in July-August 1927 in the first part, “The Black Ataman” (“Chernyi
ataman”), with interpolated reminiscences by the narrator about annenkovshchina. Following this
section, the plot settles into a mostly chronological progression that appears to begin in
approximately the middle of 1919.194 The second chapter, “Partisans” (‘“Partizany”), shows the
dissolution of the partisan unit in its first section; in the second, Proskakov makes his way alone
through the taiga to a village, where he observes, but does not engage, an encampment of White
officers.

“Trains” (“Poezda”), the third chapter, opens with the movement of trains through Siberia,
and then focuses on the train that brings Admiral Kolchak to Irkutsk, where the Czechoslovak
Legion turns him over to the Bolsheviks. As if by chance, Proskakov has joined with the Bolshevik
forces in Irkutsk, and he assists in the capture of and stands guard over Kolchak. Perspective then
zooms out to partisans throughout Siberia, continuing to struggle for the revolution while dreaming
of a peaceful life once they defeat the counterrevolutionary forces. The fourth and final chapter,

“It was fated in advance that we would meet in this world!” (“Vstretit'sia na svete suzhdeno nam

102 A full analysis of the meter and rhyme is beyond the scope of this chapter; however, limited discussion of the
meter, rhyme, and graphic orientation will appear in this and the following chapter as relevant to analysis.

103 |_eaving aside the strangeness of these characters speaking their own epitaphs, the fact that unbeknownst to Aseev,
Proskakov was still alive in 1927, is worth mentioning here and returning to later.

104 In general, historical dates are not marked in the text; | infer that the time is mid-1919 from a reference in the
section “Partisans” to morning dew (which would not be present in colder months), and from the fact that Proskakov
reaches Irkutsk before mid-January 1920 (again, the date is unspecified).
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vperedi!”), comments on the hardships endured by Proskakov (which he enumerates in the
epigraph to the section) and other partisans, emphasizing the severity of the privations endured by
the people of Siberia for the sake of establishing Soviet power. The second section of the chapter
shows Kolchak at military tribunal in January-February 1920 and briefly mentions his sentencing
and execution.'% The work concludes with a break from the work’s chronology for a final exultant
look at Proskakov, who has “lived through all and conquered all.”%0®

In addition to the implicit claims to factuality of the subtitle, “Verse notes for materials on
the history of the Civil War,” and overt citation of historical materials in epigraphs, Semyon
Proskakov announces its allegiance to literature of fact in the opening to “Partisans.” The narrator
voices a program that certainly resonates with that of Aseev himself and the factographic impulses
of Lef:

Mpi ke XxoTuM — / 6€3 BBIITyMOK —

YTO JKM3Hb HaM / Jqana,

pacckasath / 0 BUIMMBIX
monsx / u gemax. 107

105 The military tribunal of Kolchak was held in nine sessions beginning 21 January and ending 6 February 1920;
Kolchak was executed 7 February 1920.

106 This line also appears at the end of Proskakov’s epitaph.

107 Aseev, Semyon Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, vol. 2, 342. The version of the poema published
here and the version published in Biblioteka poeta, correspond to the 1928 book edition.

When quoting the text of Semyon Proskakov, | do not attempt to replicate the lesenka format. Slashes within
lines indicate the boundaries between ‘steps’; as a general rule, the subsequent ‘step’ in the lesenka is justified to the
end of the last character in the preceding ‘step’ (i.e., without overlap). The same formatting is used in all quotations
of poetry in the lesenka format.

Among other options, vydumka can be translated also as ‘imagination,” ‘fabrication,” ‘artifice,” or even
“falsehood’ or “flight of fancy.” Throughout this work, I use the English ‘invention’ as an approximation of vydumka,
as it maintains a certain link between objective reality and artistic thinking that alternative translations lack. By
Aseev’s own admission, these lines allude to the introduction to The Lay of Prince Igor’s Campaign (Slovo o polku
Igoreve). In the translation by Vasily Zhukovsky: «Hauatecst sxe ceit mechu / [1o ObutrHAM cero BpeMeHH, / A e no
svimviciam Bosnosvim...» (“This song is to begin / According to the heroic songs of that time / And not the fantasies
of Boyan;” emphasis added). See Liliia Sazonova, Pamiat' kul'tury: Nasledie srednevekov'ia i barokko v russkoi
literature Novogo vremeni (Moscow: Rukopisnye pamiatniki Drevnei Rusi, 2012), 52; and Alisa Kriukova,
Tvorcheskoe vzaimodeistvie: stat'i o sovetskoi literature (Moscow: Sovremennik, 1988), 215-216.

Notably, the section “Partisans,” which begins with these lines, was the first section published; in this sense,
evocation of The Lay of Prince Igor’s Campaign endows Aseev’s poema with deep historical-literary roots from its
very opening.
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We want — without invention

to tell of what life gave us —

the people and events

that we witnessed.
Despite the explicit claim to a factual (that is, non-inventive) telling of the Civil War, and the
perceptions of many readers and critics of 1927 (and the suppositions of subsequent scholars), this
chapter contends that historical material may provide the backbone for Aseev’s poema as an
experiment in factography, but that Aseev’s representation of that historical material nonetheless
conforms to norms observed in the literature of the 1920s and particularly in the late and post-NEP
era. The next section addresses the titular hero Proskakov in this context; analysis will then turn to

the villains, whose deeds Proskakov has “lived through” and whom Proskakov has, if only

figuratively, “conquered.”

Semyon Proskakov: Hero of the Collective, Collective Hero

Scholarship on Semyon Proskakov has emphasized that the reminiscences of the titular hero, held
at that time in the archive of the History of the Profession of the Central Committee of the Union
of Mine Workers, provided a narrative basis for Aseev’s poema. However, the origin of the
reminiscences is unclear. At least two archival copies exist: the undated copy held by the State
Archive of the Russian Federation (GARF) appears to be complete;1% the copy dated to 1919 in

the Russian State Archive of Literature and Art (RGALI) is not.1% Neither version includes a title,

108 GARF fond R6935, opis 7, delo 131. This is the version that | consider most authoritative, and in subsequent
discussion, I will refer to this version of the reminiscences when citing material that does not appear in Semyon
Proskakov.

109 RGALI fond 28, opis 3, ed. khr. 160. If this is the copy used by Aseev, some pages have been lost, insofar as some
passages quoted in Semyon Proskakov are absent from the RGALI version.
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date, or typographer’s name — typical ephemera in other partisan memoirs at GARF.110
Furthermore, the original format of the reminiscences is unclear: sections up to a whole line long
are written as dots, suggesting perhaps that a typist could not read an original (possibly
handwritten) copy, or that the original stenographer was unable to transcribe part of an orally
delivered text. These ellipses were removed in the only known published version of the
reminiscences, which appeared in Ogonek issue 42 of 1927 together with a section from the chapter
“Partisans” titled “Semyon Proskakov: A Chapter from a Poema” and with an accompanying
editorial note from Aseev:

3anucku naptuzana Cemena [IpockakoBa — OAMHHBINA JOKYMEHT, pa3blCKaHHBIA MHOH B
apxuBe MHcrnpopa LK Coroza ropHopaboyux, — JIOKYMEHT, XapaKTEpHbII
HEMOCPEICTBEHHOM CHJIOM CBOUX JIMTEPATypHBIX cpeAcTB. CTOUT BCIIOMHUTH
CTUJIMCTHYECKUE OcoOeHHOCTH muchMa . babens, 4ToObl MOHATH, YTO SIBISETCS HX
npooOpazom. JInano mHe 3anucku [IpockakoBa MOCTY UM TOTIKOM 17151 T0IMBI «CeMeH
[IpockakoB», B 3aJaull KOTOPOM BXOAWIIO COXPaHEHUE TOrO MOMJIMHHOIO JUPHYECKOTO
nadoca, KOTOPBIM BBIAENSET OTH 3alMCKM M3 MHOTOYHCICHHBIX MEMYapoB H
BOCIIOMMHAHUN BpPEMEH TpaxkJaHCKOH BoOWHBI. CoxpaHsieM B HENPUKOCHOBEHHOCTH BCE
0COOEHHOCTH €0 CBOEOOPa3HOro A3bIKa. M

The notes [zapiski] of the partisan Semyon Proskakov are an authentic document that |
found in the archive of the History of the Profession of the Central Committee of the Union
of Mine Workers. It is a document characterized by the natural power of its literary means.
It is worth recalling the stylistic features of the writing of I[saak] Babel to understand what
constitutes their prototype. The notes of Proskakov have served me personally as the
impetus for the poema Semyon Proskakov, into the tasks of which entered preservation of
the authentic lyric pathos that sets these notes apart from the numerous memoirs and
reminiscences of the times of the Civil War. We preserve, unaltered, all peculiarities of his
unique voice.

110 Although it is possible that the typist simply failed to include these typical elements, the absence of notation raises
the question of whether Proskakov’s reminiscences were initially gathered as part of a larger collection and
subsequently moved to a different file. (They were moved at least once when the archive of the History of the
Profession of Mine Workers was closed in the early 1930s.)

111 Aseev, “Semyon Proskakov: Glava iz poemy,” Ogonek no. 42 (1927): 6.
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Even though the reminiscences do not bear a date, it is plausible that they resulted from the
large-scale efforts to collect common peoples’ experiences of the revolution in the 1920s.1*? The
remarks in Proskakov’s reminiscences would not be out of place at the “evenings of
reminiscences” common throughout the 1920s.1'3 To the best of my knowledge, no study has
examined Proskakov’s reminiscences in the context of non-professional autobiographical prose of
the 1920s; moreover, studies of Semyon Proskakov have not examined the poema alongside
Proskakov’s reminiscences.*'* However, examination of the literary Proskakov against the record
left by his real-life version is crucial to understanding the mechanisms by which Aseev engaged
literature of fact and the praxis of factography in the text. Bearing in mind Devin Fore’s definition

of factography as “the inscription of facts,”*!® this chapter examines the facts that are and are not

112 Corney reports that requests for material related to the revolution were published in newspapers as early as
November 1918; local Istpart bureaus actively collected reminiscences throughout the 1920s. Corney argues that
Istpart interest in this material partially responded to a concern over the “Party-centric” portrayal and documentation
of the Revolution in the early 1920s. See Corney, Telling October, 82 (on 1918), 119-121 (on Istpart collection efforts),
149, 158-59 (on collection and publication of reminiscences of 1905), 197 (on the problem of establishing ‘objective’
truth of the revolution through ‘subjective’ materials such as reminiscences).

113 On “evenings of reminiscences” in 1927, see Corney, Telling October, 209-217. Kevin M.F. Platt intriguingly
suggests that Evgeny Zamyatin’s “Comrade Churygin Has the Floor” (“Slovo predostavliaetsia tovarishchu
Churyginu”) engages evenings of reminiscences as

a topic that enjoyed constant public attention during the 1920s. Throughout the decade following the October
revolution massive efforts were devoted to retelling and interpreting the events of 1917. These efforts were
most intensely coordinated around the annual observances of the November 7 state holiday in
commemoration of ‘October.” From 1918 onward these festival celebrations fell increasingly under the
direction of the party authorities and grew steadily more elaborate toward a peak of activity in 1927, when
the tenth anniversary of the October revolution was observed with the extravagant pomp and ceremony
appropriate to the celebration of the new state’s survival of the dangers of infancy.

(Kevin M.F. Platt, History in a Grotesque Key: Russian Literature and the Idea of Revolution [Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1997], 132).

114 Aseev’s contemporaries also accepted his use of Proskakov’s reminiscences at face value.

As regards commentaries on Semyon Proskakov, Meshkov implies that Metchenko reviewed Proskakov’s
reminiscences, but | have found no such indication in Metchenko’s work. Meshkov cites archival documents from
RGALI (at the time, TsGALI), raising the question of whether he reviewed the partial copy of Proskakov’s
reminiscences there, and if so, why he does not include them in his analysis. (There could be many reasons for this:
Meshkov could have hesitated to cite an obviously incomplete copy or could have ignored it entirely. He argues that
parsing fact and literary invention in the text misses the point.)

115 Fore, “Introduction,” 2.



41

inscribed in Semyon Proskakov, and which elements of Aseev’s telling of Proskakov’s story are
inventions presented as facts. In turn, this examination reveals textual strategies — chiefly,
strategies of selective omission and addition, complemented by juxtapositions and contrasts with
the villains of the text (to be discussed in detail in subsequent sections) — that cast Proskakov in a
heroic light.

Epigraphs from the reminiscences of Proskakov overtly align the poema with literature of
fact, and the reminiscences also provide much (but not all) of the basic structure of Proskakov’s
narrative. Most of the three-and-a-half-page typewritten manuscript appears in epigraphs to
sections of Semyon Proskakov that focus on him; sections focusing on Kolchak and Annenkov
feature epigraphs drawn from the stenographic notes of the Interrogation of Kolchak (Protokoly
doprosa Kolchaka) and the article “Ten Years of Counterrevolution” (“Desiat’ let
kontrrevoliutsii”) respectively and will be discussed in subsequent sections.

In addition to the publication of Proskakov’s memoirs in Ogonek, Aseev provides the name
of the archive in which he discovered Proskakov’s reminiscences in the text of the poema itself.
Some publications even include precise citations.'*¢ It therefore may be conjectured that at least
some contemporary readers of Semyon Proskakov could verify Aseev’s account against the
archival version of Proskakov’s reminiscences.'’ Nonetheless, the portrait of Proskakov in the
text is far less vividly rendered than those of the villains, who were notorious to the Soviet reader

of 1927. One reason for this is that with the exceptions of the epitaph and epigraphs from his

116 For example, in the section “Partisans” published in Novyi Lef 7 (1927): «Apxus Uctnpoga K ropHopabounx,
483, puc. 8, C IV. Ax».

171t is unclear to me in what ways archival access may have been restricted at the time of Aseev’s writing. Aseev
was listed as “unaffiliated” (bezpartiinyi) in the rolls of the First Congress of Writers; one might wonder whether his
status as a writer afforded him certain privileges of access despite his lack of membership in the Bolshevik Party. In
any case, the reviews of Semyon Proskakov that | have examined suggest that fidelity to the reminiscences was
assumed. As noted above, literary scholars have made the same assumption.
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reminiscences, Proskakov rarely speaks in the text. Moreover, there is an ambiguity in his speech
in that it is unmarked by punctuation in the text, and thus appears undistinguished from the speech
of the narrator.'*® Through his directly quoted speech in epigraphs, and in the absence of other
speech that could develop an individual psychological portrait, Proskakov’s identity is defined in
terms of his class status (proletarian), his profession (a miner), and his revolutionary activity
(Bolshevik partisan).

The vagueness of Proskakov’s portrait evidences a textual strategy in the late 1920s,
outlined by Katerina Clark, of creating heroes out of ordinary people. These heroes emerge not
from individual feats, but from participation in and contribution to the tasks and triumphs of the
collective. Such “little heroes,” in Clark’s terms, accomplish deeds that can be called “big” not
because of their intrinsic significance or magnitude, but because of their contribution to the greater
Soviet project: in this case, the establishment and consolidation of Soviet power in Siberia.
According to Clark, literature eschews larger-than-life heroes like Chapaev or Gleb Chumalov (the
protagonist of Fyodor Gladkov’s Cement) in the late 1920s and instead valorizes a “modest hero
who plays a part, usually small, in the great machine of society,” who “shared in the great
achievements of the age,” and therefore are “great.” These heroes fit the First Five-Year Plan

rhetoric that “celebrated the achievements of the masses rather than those of exceptional

118 This speech could be interpreted as dialogue with the narrator, or otherwise as Proskakov’s internal dialogue. In
either case, it is rare and brief. Dialogue is also unmarked in “The Black Ataman,” although in other sections, it is
marked conventionally.

119 Katerina Clark, “Little Heroes and Big Deeds: Literature Responds to the First Five-Year Plan,” in Cultural
Revolution in Russia, 1928-1931, ed. Sheila Fitzpatrick (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2000), 189-206.
Clark derives the terms “little hero” and “big deeds” from Gor'ky’s evaluation of the formerly debased “little man”
who was raised to “human dignity” in the new society. Clark focuses on novelistic prose in the period 1928-1932
(from the announcement to the conclusion of the First Five-Year Plan); although discussion of overlap between the
poema and the novel in this period is beyond the bounds of this study, | maintain that Clark’s insights about novelistic
prose of this period are applicable to Semyon Proskakov.
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individuals.”*?® Aseev’s Proskakov anticipates (if only slightly) this new paradigm for Soviet
literary heroes. Although a historical personage, Proskakov appears as a model member of the
collective in the mold of the “little hero” of the First Five-Year Plan period.

Proskakov also realizes a general aim to depict heroes of correct mindset and firm action.
Eric Laursen has emphasized the importance in the literature of the 1920s of balancing the psyche
of the hero between two undesirable extremes, realized in two types of villains of hyper-
consciousness (mind) and unmediated spontaneity (body), in order to ensure that readers did not
misunderstand either of these extremes as positive:

...in order to overcome the mind-body disconnect, the beast and the alien are silenced and

their individualistic desires translated into collective desire. The hero must learn to harness

—that is, in a sense, to embrace — the forces they represent for the good of the group and to

maintain a balance at the center of a continuum with the beast on one end and the alien on

the other.1%
In Laursen’s analysis, positive heroes respond in some way (and notably, not always in direct
confrontation: a hero and villain could respond variously to similar situations, for example) to the
threat posed by villains to the Soviet establishment as represented in the literary text; if they do
not, these villains could destabilize the delicate balance between spontaneity and consciousness of
the Soviet reader.

Semyon Proskakov is this type of hero, and he is juxtaposed with these two types of villains
in the text. His greatest victory in the text is not in any singular confrontation with his enemies: he

in fact does not confront Annenkov at all, and he plays only a supporting role in the drama of the

capture and imprisonment of Kolchak. Furthermore, as Meshkov points out, in the lone scene

120 Clark, “Little Heroes,” 190, 191.

121 |aursen, Toxic Voices: The Villain from Early Soviet Literature to Socialist Realism (Evanston: Northwestern
University Press, 2013), 6. Laursen views the reader’s potential to misunderstanding ideological messages in literature
as a primary motivating factor in the development of Socialist Realism.
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showing Proskakov and Kolchak in the same place at the same time, they do not interact, nor does
Proskakov participate directly: he stands at the doorway with the war commissar’s horse.'?? Rather,
Proskakov’s heroism appears in his ability to operate between the psychic polarities of these
villains — to complete “big deeds” as a “little hero.” In the following analysis, I will argue that
Proskakov triumphs in the text as one of many “little heroes” of the Civil War through correct
participation in significant historical processes rather than individual achievement, and thus
models an appropriate balance of consciousness and spontaneity in a rank-and-file member of the
Soviet collective to readers (and, of course, Aseev and Proskakov’s real-life fellow citizens).
Aseev’s selective use of Proskakov’s reminiscences as source material in combination with
description of events of the Civil War results in a hero who is both a stand-in for the collective and

a model individual.

Epigraph and Epitaph
Proskakov has the first word three times in the text that bears his name: first in the title itself, then
in the epigraph to the opening “Two Epitaphs” (Kolchak’s is the second), which cites the opening
sentences of Proskakov’s reminiscences, and then in the following verse, in which Proskakov
delivers an epitaph for himself. The first words of the epitaph announce Proskakov’s typicality*?3:
B Thicsiuax / noBTOpEHHBIH / UMEH
U3-TIOJ] TITYXOTO / 3eMHOTO ITOKPOBA,

s, naptuzad / [IpockakoB CemeH,

YKUTh HAUMHAIO / CHOBA U CHOBA...1%4

In thousands of names repeated

122 Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 157. Metchenko makes a similar observation: “Semyon
Proskakov as a persona (lichnost") plays a comparatively minor role in the fate of Kolchak” (Metchenko, Tvorchestvo
Maiakovskogo, 324).

123 Meshkov makes a similar observation (Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 157).

124 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 331.
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out from the dense earthly cover,

I, partisan Proskakov Semyon,

begin to live again and again.
However, the epitaph is at the same time a personal account: in an undated handwritten draft held
by RGALLI, Aseev titled this section “Biography.”?°

Leaving aside the strangeness of delivering one’s own epitaph — Proskakov says explicitly
that he is dead in its closing lines — this choice of framing reveals an instance of creative license
in the text’s presentation of its protagonist. Proskakov was still among the living in 1927.1%6 Aseev
did not know this until 1928, when the eighth issue of the journal Rezets (a literary journal
designated for an audience of workers and supportive of proletarian authors) published an open
letter from Proskakov under the title “Letter of a Hero” (“Pis'mo geroia™).*?” Aseev responded to
Proskakov in an unpublished note:

To, uto s mpo Bac nanucan — ecthb nauib O1enHas TeHb Bameit noporoit uenoBeueckon

KHU3HU. A KpoMe TOT0, y MEHsI BbIILIa OUIMOKa B TOM, 4TO U3 Bareil 3anucku He ObU10

BHUJHO, XHUBBI JIM OCTAaJIMCh Brer nnu Oblin y6I/ITBI OeJIBIMU 6aHI[aMI/I. U = peuni, 4To

JOJI2KHO ObITh BaMm B XMBBIX HE MMPUBCIOCH OCTAThCH. " TCIICPb A OTY OI_I_II/I6I(y JOJIZKCH

UCIIPaBUTh. .. 1?8

What | wrote about you is only a pale shade of your dear human life. And moreover, an

error of my doing occurred in that it wasn’t clear from your note [zapiska, that is,

Proskakov’s reminiscences — ZR] whether you were still alive or were killed by White

bands. And I decided that in all likelihood you didn’t happen to remain among the living.
And now I should fix that mistake...

125 RGALLI, fond 28, opis 1, ed. khr. 49.

126 According to a 1967 article in Ogni Kuzbassa, Proskakov died in 1941, before the onset of World War 1l. See
Maziukov, “Geroi poemy — kolchuginskii shakhter,” Ogni Kuzbassa, no. 1 (1967): 96-98. It is worth noting that the
sources of Maziukov’s information are not stated in the article.

127 Rezets no. 24 (1928), 8. Karpov dates the note to 6 November 1928. Karpov, Russkaia sovetskaia poema, 1917-
1941 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1989), 178.

128 Aseev, quoted in Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 156. The document reviewed by Meshkov
in TsGALLI is: fond 28, opis 2, delo 21, list 46. Karpov cites the same source but does not provide the page. The fact
that this letter was (apparently) in the archival collection raises the question of whether Aseev sent it (or he may have
retained a copy). This question cannot be answered without examination of the original document itself.
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However, Aseev did not make this change in subsequent publications of Semyon Proskakov. In the
first section of the chapter “Trains,” the narration hints at this biographical question:

JKuB nu THI, / HET I,
JPYT MO / O€3BECTHBIN, —
CBUHILY / U TIeTIIe

HE CTHCHYTbH IECHH.
[Tyckaii / yOuT THI,

HEMOH / U CTpOTHH, -
TOOO B3BHUTHI

51H cTpokm!

Are you alive or not

my unknown friend, —

lead and the noose

cannot constrain the song.

Let it be that you are killed

mute and severe, —

by you are raised up

these lines!

Recasting Proskakov as a survivor of the Civil War would entail significant changes to the
text. The chapter “Two Epitaphs” would no longer cohere, both in terms of structure and internal
logic. The direct address to the deceased Proskakov that concludes the poema would also require
modification, since it too clearly marks Proskakov as deceased. This creative license (ultimately,
Aseev had to choose how to treat his hero’s post-Civil War biography) has been noted by several
other scholars. Meshkov treats it as evidence of Aseev’s prioritization of “artistic truth” over that
of actual fact.**° Shaitanov mentions Proskakov’s letter parenthetically;*3! this limited reference,

together with his general aim to show Semyon Proskakov to be a harmonious whole, suggests that

he also does not find this departure from fact significant. Outside of literary scholarship, Maziukov,

129 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 362.
130 Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 156.

131 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 312.
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who provides the most detailed biography of Proskakov that | have found, does not mention this
disconnect between the life of Proskakov the person and his literary version at all.

Proskakov himself did not indicate hard feelings at the premature declaration of his death.
Nor did he request that Aseev modify the poema. In his letter, which follows an announcement
that Proskakov has been awarded a certificate of merit (gramota) by the Leninsk City Soviet
(Gorsovet) “on the day of the anniversary of the October Revolution [in 1927],”1%? Proskakov,
now working in a rural cooperative (sel'skoe potrebitel'skoe obshchestvo) in the Kuzbass region,
congratulates Soviet workers on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the October Revolution
and calls for fellow partisans to remain focused on the struggle for Soviet power:

ﬂ, HpOCKaKOB, MMOJIYYHB 3TOT MMOAAPOK, A0 CBOIXO IMAPTH3AHCKYHO KIIATBY IICPEA JIMIIOM
€ro BBICOKOH CBETJIOCTH MpoJieTapuaTra U O0eHOr0 KpeCThIHCTBA. S Maro KIATBY, 4TO 4,
[IpockakoB Cemen Wnbuy, mpu KakaoM MajeilllieM HamaJeHUH WAy B 3alIUTy HaIlero
Coserckoro Coro3a Ha EpBBIA MPU3BIB HAIIETO 3aBOCBAHUAL. |... ]

Moe uyBCTBO — OHO 3aCTaBJISICT ObITh UyTKUM U 30pKUM NapTu3aHoM. S qymaro: Te
OBIBIIIME TAPTU3aHBI HUKOT/IA HE OCTaBSAT CBOECH uaen 00phObI 3a BiacTh COBETOB U MBI
BCC IIpU KaKIOM HaAIlaJACHHUU OOJIKHBI IIOHNTH B 3alIUTY WU HC IOOJIKHBI 3a0BITH CBOH
TaeXKHbIA KOCTEP.

On eme ropur.t*

I, Proskakov, having received this gift, give my partisan oath before its serene highness the
proletariat and the poor peasantry. | swear that I, Proskakov Semyon, upon every smallest
aggression go forth to defend our Soviet Union at the first call of our conquest. [...]

My feeling — it compels me to be a keen and vigilant partisan. | think: those former
partisans will never abandon the idea of struggle for power of the Soviets and we all upon
every attack should move to protect and should not forget our fire in the taiga.

It still burns.

132 Rezets no. 24 (1928), 8. The article does not specify the reason why Proskakov received this award, or whether
anyone else received it with him. Furthermore, the extent to which Proskakov’s status as a literary hero may have
affected the Soviet’s decision to bestow the award on him, is unclear.

133 Rezets no. 24 (1928), 8. It is interesting to note that Proskakov’s naming of the proletariat as “its serene highness”
recalls the prerevolutionary honorific form of address to “junior members of the imperial line, most serene princes,
and some ruling persons” (Bol'shoi tolkovyi slovar").
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How did Proskakov enter the “struggle for the power of the Soviets?” This was a question
of primary importance in personal accounts of the revolution at the time,'3* and in his
reminiscences, Proskakov answers it immediately in an opening quoted by Aseev as the epigraph
to Proskakov’s epitaph. In this passage, Proskakov establishes his identity as a member of the
working class, as a neophyte in the Bolshevik Party in 1917, and as an active contributor to the
Bolshevik cause:

1917 rona, npu ceep>kenuu Hukonku PomanoBa, s1, [IpockakoB Cemen Minbny, paboTtan Ha
JIeHHHCKOM pyJTHHKE, a BCEro npopaboTain 1mo pa3sHbM pyanukam Cubupu 17 ner. U Bot
1917 roma s BeTynmn B 106pOBOIbHYI0 KpacHyro rBapuio 1 B HapTUIO GOIBIIEBUKOB. 1

In 1917, upon the overthrow of Nikolka Romanov, I, Proskakov Semyon Ilych, worked in
the Leninsk mine, and worked in various mines of Siberia for a total of seventeen years.
And so in 1917 | entered the volunteer Red Guard and the party of the Bolsheviks.

The epitaph transposes these details into poetic form, beginning in the lines immediately following
the opening quatrain quoted above:

A npopabotan / ceMHaaUAaTh JET

Ha pyJaHHMKax / 1 Ha maxrtax Cubupu. ..
Bonwro pesan / rinaza mou / cBeT;

HOYb MOYMBaJIa / HA MHE / M Ha MHpE. |[...]
B ron, / xoraa nepBoMy / SICHOMY JTHIO
OBUTO JAHO / HAJZI0 MHOIO 3apJEThCA,
Opocu st oM, / )KeHy / ¥ pOJHIO

u 3anucaics / B KpacHOrBapAenbL.

134 A dramatic rendition of the importance of this question appears in Gladkov’s Cement during the Bolshevik Party
chistka. On the near-obligatory inclusion of justification of political affiliation (or the lack thereof) in personal
accounts at evenings of reminiscences, see Corney, Telling October, 213-214.

135 Unless otherwise specified, quotations from Proskakov’s reminiscences in this chapter are translated from the
version of Semyon Proskakov published in the Sobranie sochinenii, which corresponds to the book version published
in 1928. When the text quoted in Semyon Proskakov deviates from that of the reminiscences held in GARF, or when
sections of the reminiscences held in GARF and not quoted in Semyon Proskakov are cited, citation will refer to the
GAREF version.

In this quoted passage there is a slight difference between the GARF version of the reminiscences and the
quoted passage. In the GARF version, a 12-dot ellipsis appears after the phrase ‘Red Guard and.” As mentioned above,
it is not clear what these ellipses signify. The version of Proskakov’s reminiscences published together with a fragment
from the chapter “Partisans” in Ogonek (no. 42, 1927) does away with them entirely.

136 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 331-332.
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I worked for seventeen years
in the mines and shafts of Siberia...
Light cut my eyes with pain;
night reposed on me and the world. [...]
In the year when the first bright day
was given to grow red above me,
I abandoned home, wife and Kin,
and signed up for the Red Guard.
Only the abandonment of “home, wife and kin” is absent from the epigraph, but this is not an
invention on Aseev’s part. Rather, it has two sources in Proskakov’s reminiscences. Much later
in his account, Proskakov mentions his wife, who was tortured by White soldiers while he was
away. A more direct appearance in terms of the lexicon of the epitaph appears when Proskakov
discusses the head of his partisan brigade, one lvan Matuzov, who wanted to desert the brigade
after a battle in Kol'chugino: «6naromaps nopororo ToBapuina CyxoBa, OH OPOCHJI KaK U MbI
JKEHY | JIeTed U BCTynui B psaabl...» (“thanks to the dear comrade Sukhov, he [Matuzov], just
like us, abandoned wife and children and joined the ranks...”).t%
Each point in the quoted passage of the epigraph is made idiosyncratically.!® Proskakov’s
prerevolutionary résumé includes seventeen years of work in various Siberian mines, most recently

in the ‘Leninskii’ mine, although the mine at that time was named ‘Kol'chuginskii’ for its location

in Kol'chugino (later Leninsk).'3 Furthermore, Proskakov dates his entry to the Bolshevik Party

137 GARF fond R6935, opis 7, delo 131.

138 1t is worth noting that aside from a few points that will be discussed in the following pages, | am compelled to take
Proskakov’s reminiscences at face value — not precluding the possibility that he may have tailored his account to the
time and situation in which he presented it (and rather assuming that he probably did, whether consciously or not), but
also assuming that Proskakov presents a basically accurate factual account of his activity during the Civil War.

Similarly, the extent of external or self-censorship of Proskakov’s account is an unanswerable question. The
texts | viewed did not show any signs of redaction, but Corney has shown that Istpart and Istprof officials at times
exerted control over eyewitness accounts in various ways. See Corney, Telling October, 209-211.

139 According to the Elektronnaia entsiklopediia “Leninsk-Kuznetskii,” the mine was renamed as Leninskii (and the
town Kol'chugino as Leninsk) in 1922 on the request of the mine workers themselves, one of the first of many such
name changes. The Bol'shaia sovetskaia entsiklopediia dates the name change to 1925. Nina Tumarkin describes one
earlier name change (from the Michelson factory to the Lenin factory) in 1922 as based on the 1918 assassination
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as “upon the overthrow (Sverzhenie) of Nikolka Romanov” without explaining how he connected
the downfall of the monarchy to a need to join the Bolshevik Party.4° His very use of the term
‘overthrow’ (sverzhenie, and not the perhaps more accurate otrechenie, ‘abdication’) attributes the
downfall of the monarchy to the Bolsheviks, and could suggest either an instance of politically
cautious speech (insofar as one may think it safer to give credit where little or no credit is in fact
due, in this case to the Bolshevik Party, than to overlook it), or alternatively a poor understanding
of the events leading to and participants in the end of Nikolai II’s reign, or perhaps a combination
of these two rationales.

Linguistic idiosyncrasies like those above raise the question of whether Proskakov is
‘speaking Soviet’*! with limited understanding of the sociopolitical tenets of Bolshevism.
Although the parameters of this work require that these questions remain unanswered, it is worth
noting that the biographical account provided by Maziukov does not fully correlate with
Proskakov’s own account. To judge by the article, titled “Geroi poemy — kolchuginskii shakhter”
(“The Hero of the Poema is a Kol'chugino Miner”) and published in 1967 in the journal Ogni

Kuzbassa, one might suspect that Proskakov’s entry into the Bolshevik Party was not as

attempt on Lenin by Fania Kaplan (Tumarkin, Lenin Lives, 105). See the same, 151-152, on the renaming of Petrograd
as part of a widespread practice of renaming factories, buildings, towns, and cities, after heroes of the revolution.

On the basis of this almost certainly deliberate anachronism, one may safely assume that Proskakov
composed his reminiscences no earlier than 1922.

Some readers have misidentified the mine as the Lena goldfields. See, for example, Nikolai Ushakov,
“Dobrye sovety N.N. Aseeva,” in Vospominaniia o Nikolae Aseeve, 166.

140 Reciting local revolutionary history, A. Maziukov dates the arrival of the revolution to Kol'chugino to March 1917,
at which time “the red flag went up” and the workers of mine organized a Red Guard unit “for the preservation of
order (dlia okhrany poriadka)” (Maziukov, “Geroi poemy,” 96).

1411 borrow this term from Michael Gorham’s study of developments in the Russian language in the 1920s Speaking
in Soviet Tongues. Gorham argues that people across the Soviet Union and the social spectrum encountered competing
models of new Soviet speech as part of the cultural revolution of the 1920s, and that while these models were not
mutually exclusive, and rather that all contributed something to the language that would emerge as standard, one
model — the bureaucratese originating in the Party and spread through newspapers — brought a certain standardization
of the language with which one spoke of politics and the revolutionary process. The oratorical speech model that
Gorham attributes to Mayakovsky, among others, will be relevant to the next chapter’s discussion.
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spontaneous (in the sense of dictated by the historical moment) or self-explanatory as he would
have his audience believe. According to Maziukov, Semyon Proskakov was born at the Salair mine
in Siberia in 1877. His father, Il'ia Proskakov, had been sent to the Kuzbass region as a political
exile.**2 Further, Maziukov describes a second potential biographical reason for Proskakov’s
politicization:
The Salair mine in the pre-revolutionary years belonged to the joint-stock company
Kopikuz. Its management, in pursuit of profit, did not think at all about maintaining
tolerable conditions of work and life [byt] of miners and their families. The owners of
Kopikuz also treated nature rapaciously.

Salair had long been famed for its pine forest, which bordered the settlement. But
then the kopikuzovtsy began to destroy it barbarously. They felled the magnificent forest
for crossties for the Kolchugino rail line and for mine supports.

One day the honest and direct young worker Semyon Proskakov expressed his
indignation. After this Proskakov was compelled to leave the mine, although work was
difficult to find at that time. There was nothing left for him to do but to hire himself out as
a day laborer for the well-off peasants...1*3

Horrible working conditions, of course, have the potential to politicize (as they do, for example,
in Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin). But another suggestion of rising political consciousness,
however slight, is Proskakov’s reaction to the clear-cutting of the forest, insofar as it led him to
opposition to the local capitalist order, with negative consequences for his labor prospects.
Maziukov’s account is to be regarded with some skepticism: although he appears knowledgeable
on the region, and one would hope that any gross inaccuracies would be corrected in the editorial

process, he does not indicate any sources for the information presented in the article. | have not

found reference to Maziukov’s account in subsequent scholarship on Semyon Proskakov.!44

142 Maziukov, “Geroi poemy,” 96. Maziukov also writes that Aseev visited Leninsk in 1927, but I have not found
external confirmation of the visit.

143 Maziukov “Geroi poemy,” 96.

144 Maziukov’s article is listed in the literature on Semyon Proskakov in Russkie sovetskie pisateli:
Biobibliograficheskii ukazatel’, vol. 2, published in 1978. Therefore, in principle Meshkov or Shaitanov could have
cited it in their studies; the fact that neither does could have as much to do with their dismissive stances on the question
of fact versus invention as with the lack of bibliographic information in Maziukov’s article.
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If Maziukov’s timeline is correct, the next passage in Proskakov’s reminiscences, which
also continue the epigraph, could indicate similar inconsistencies in Proskakov’s timeline:

U Tyt e 3Ta naptHs nosena 60pb0y NPOTUB 3CEPOB, MPOTHB YUPEAUIIKH, U HALITH COBETHI
HayaIu paboTaTh, BECTH B MOIHOM CMBIC/IE U OPTaHM30BLIBAThH IAPTHIO OONBLUIEBUKOB U
nosenu OOpeOy € 3cepaMu W APYTMMH MApPTHAMU 3a COBETCKYIO BJIacTh, a KOIa
opranu3oBbiBaIK KpacHyro rBapinio, To OHa paboTasa 1moj pyKaMu COBETOB M BBIMTOJHSIIA
BCE PACTIOPSKEHHS COBETOB, 14

And then and there this [the Bolshevik] party began carrying out the struggle against the
SRs, against the Constituent Assembly [uchredilka (cf. Nikolka)] and our soviets began to
work, to lead in the full sense and to bring in shape the party of Bolsheviks and began to
struggle with the SRs and with other parties for soviet power, and when they organized the
Red Guard, it worked under the direction of the soviets and carried out all the orders of the
soviets.

If the local Bolshevik Party organization indeed was formed only in September 1917, it would not

have been able to struggle against the Constituent Assembly for long. Equally unclear is

chronology of the formation of local soviets and Bolshevik Party structures and the nature of their

collaboration.

One discrepancy between the accounts of Proskakov and Maziukov concerns the dating of the formation of
the Red Guard and Bolshevik Party organization in Kol'chugino. As quoted above, Proskakov implies that he joined
the Red Guard and the Bolshevik Party “upon the overthrow of Nikolka Romanov.” It is difficult to interpret the time
as any other but spring (and maybe even specifically March) 1917. However, Maziukov dates the formation of the
Red Guard to March 1917, and the Bolshevik Party organization to September 1917, further specifying that Proskakov
was one of the vanguard workers that joined the Party organization immediately upon its formation. Maziukov, “Geroi
poemy,” 96.

145 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 331. The original reminiscences also mention the
organization of a professional union:

U TYT XK€ 3Ta MapTusi HoBea 60pbOy MPOTHB 3C-3POB, MPOTUB YUPESIHIKHA M HAIIK COBETHI HAYAIH PaboTaTh
BECTH B TOJHOM CMBICIIC W OPTaHW30BBIBATH MAPTHIO OONBIICBUKOB M MOBENH OOpHOY € 3C-3pamu U ¢
JPYTHMH HApTHIMHU U Mym Jice OP2anu308aiu npoghcors, Komopwlii modice 6opo[njcs c opyeumu napmusmu
3a COBEMCKYI0 1acmb, a KOTJIAa OPTraHW30BBIBAIM KPACHYIO TIBAapIHIO, TO OHa paboTana Moa pyKaMu
............. CoBeTOB U BHINONHsIA Bee pacrnopsbkenus coseToB... (GARF fond R6935, opis 7, delo 131;
italics added.)

In raising these questions about the chronology of events, | do not mean to accuse Proskakov of deliberately
misleading his audience. Such distortion could be politically dangerous for him; more importantly, | doubt that full
accuracy is a reasonable expectation of such a participant.
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Regardless of difficulties in establishing the accuracy of Proskakov’s chronology, the
ideological side of Proskakov’s account has significance for Aseev’s depiction of him in Semyon
Proskakov. From the earliest activity of the Bolshevik Party, Proskakov describes a collective
effort, implying that workers like himself in the Red Guard were from the outset entirely supportive
of the Bolshevik Party and the efforts of the Soviets; he describes himself as a part of the collective
first and foremost, even as his decision to join the Red Guard and the Bolshevik Party reads, in
Corney’s terms, like a self-explanatory moment of revolutionary epiphany.146

Information Proskakov provides about himself is limited to political, social, and class
status. Personal information in the epitaph is similarly limited: Proskakov begins by defining
himself as “a worker, a miner, a Bolshevik,” and only later (in both the epitaph and the original
reminiscences) mentions that he “abandoned home, wife, and kin” to join the Red Guard.
Dedication to the revolution apparently outweighs ties to family.'#” Pre-revolutionary occupation
was a crucial factor in determining class status.**® Proskakov seems to understand the importance
of this question, and immediately establishes his working-class status and Party membership as
credentials. His epitaph similarly emphasizes these elements.

When Proskakov’s description of himself in the epitaph moves beyond the designations

quoted above, he focuses on his achievements during the Civil War, mainly using past perfective

146 On such moments see Corney, Telling October, 140-141, 214,

147 T have in mind here the distinction between “filiation” (biological ties) and “affiliation” (social ties) that Eliot
Borenstein develops in his study Men Without Women. Borenstein argues that the ideological shift away from family
towards the collective in the 1920s manifests itself in literature and language replete with militaristic language and
metaphors. At the same time, Bolshevik ideology and revolutionary-utopian thinking underwrote a prioritization of
ties to society and the collective (affiliation) above ties to the family unit (filiation). See Eliot Borenstein, Men Without
Women: Masculinity and Revolution in Russian Fiction, 1917-1929 (Durham, NC, and London, UK: Duke University
Press, 2000), 14-18, 36-37.

148 Sheila Fitzpatrick, Tear off the Masks!: Identity and Imposture in Twentieth-Century Russia (Princeton and Oxford,
UK: Princeton University Press, 2005), 48-51.
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verbs and emphasizing progress through obstacles: «f nmpopaboTan cemHanaTh JIeT...; MOIYA S
yTh IPOOUBA Mpea co000...; S IPOJIETEN, MPOCKBO3K, MTPOCKaKasl / CKBO3b IyJIH SIOHIIEB U
yexocioBakoB...» (“I worked for seventeen years...; Silent, I carved out the path before me...; |
flew through, shone through, galloped through / the bullets of the Japanese and
Czechoslovaks...”).}* Meshkov points out that “in the monologue of Proskakov emphasis is
placed on the resoluteness of the steps of the hero, who inextricably linked his own life and hopes
with nascent Soviet power, who in the struggle opened for himself the path to the light.”*>° To
Meshkov’s observation can be added a grammatical underpinning: unlike Kolchak, whose more
frequent use of ‘I’ and abundance of participial phrases will be discussed in the section focusing
on his epitaph, Proskakov emphasizes completed deeds and active labor, most often with perfective
verbs. !

Frequent use of verbs with the pro- prefix in the epitaph highlights that Proskakov is
practically a ready-made “speaking name” (govoriashchee imia) from the verb proskakat' (‘to
gallop by, past, through”).1%? The prefix pro- in his surname resonates with verbs in the epitaph:
prorabotat’, proletet', proskvozit', probivat’, prostirat’, prozhit'. Furthermore, a sense of motion

forward through time and space denoted by the pro- prefix dominates in this word choice, as if

149 proskakov does not mention fighting Japanese forces in his reminiscences.

150 Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost', 157-158. The last phrase evokes the opposition light-dark
within the text itself, by which Proskakov literally emerges from the darkness of the mine to fight for Soviet power,
and figuratively Proskakov’s contribution to establishing the new Soviet era (Meshkov equates svet with budushchee).

151 The imperfective verb in the examples given above, «moiua s myTs npobusan nepen coboron, relates to Proskakov’s
pre-revolutionary labor. The remaining examples use perfective verbs and directly relate to Proskakov’s revolutionary
activities.

152 An alternative meaning of proskakat' as ‘to miss something (by galloping/riding quickly or inattentively)’,
comparable to these meanings of proiti and proekhat' (i.e. proekhat' nuzhnyi povorot), does not figure into the text. |
thank Zara Torlone for raising this question at the 2017 Young Researchers’ Conference.
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Proskakov moves forward with his society towards the Bolshevik future. The last two of these
verbs appear in the emphatic final sentence of the epitaph:

Kto ocranoBuT / MeHs Ha myTu?

MepTBbIii, / 51 paHbl CBOM TIPOCTUPAIO

K JaJIbHCMY CBCTY, /K HOBOMY Kparo,

BCE mepexuB / v Beé modeaus! 153

Who will stop me on the way?

Dead, | stretch out my wounds

to the distant world, to the new land

having lived through all and conquered all!
Sonically suggesting words like partiia, proletarii, and pobeda through repeated p, r, I, s, and t
sounds, it is as if Proskakov further establishes his revolutionary credentials with the very sounds

of his speech.®*

Proskakov’s Big Deeds

What specifically did Proskakov live through and triumph over in the Civil War? The poema does
not answer this question immediately. Following his epitaph, Proskakov fades from view. His
name appears once in Kolchak’s epitaph, in a single line that further underscores Proskakov’s
collective status: «ITyTs 3arpagun mue — / Cemen IIpockakos» (“Blocking my path —was Semyon

Proskakov™).1® He does not reappear until the chapter “Partisans” (also designated as “Second”).

153 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 333. Metchenko hears in these lines “a solemn requiem
for the thousands of nameless heroes who defended the path to the bright horizons of communism at the cost of their
lives” (Metchenko, Tvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 322).

154 Moldavsky makes a similar argument about pr- and s- sounds, which he views as a sonic hint at Proskakov’s first
and last name. He finds it unlikely that Aseev used these sounds consciously, although he notes a certain ‘laying bare
of the device,” in Formalist terms, in the line «S mponeran, npockeo3mi, mpockakam». Moldavskii, “Chto takoe
schast'e? (O Nikolae Aseeve),” in Perekrestok stikhov i trass: V. Maiakovskii i fol'klor, N. Aseev, I. Sel'vinskii, A.
Prokof'ev (Leningrad: Lenizdat, 1972), 118.

155 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 335. Shaitanov points out that it is extremely unlikely that
Kolchak would know Proskakov’s name (Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 310); | would go so far as to say that it is
impossible, on the argument that the two appear not to have actually met. To the point of Proskakov’s function not
only as himself, but as a representative of the many “little heroes” of the revolution, could be added Meshkov’s
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“Partisans” opens with an epigraph from Proskakov’s reminiscences. In it, Proskakov
describes a lost battle with the Whites at Telezhina®®® and the dissolution of Proskakov’s partisan
unit. The narration resumes at this point and thus conceals a significant omission from the
reminiscences. According to Proskakov’s reminiscences, his partisan unit participated in several
battles with White troops, liberating a group of Peasants’ Deputies, withdrawing, regrouping, and
continuing to skirmish with White troops.'>” In one such passage, Proskakov relates a moment of
victory:

Hawm nmpunutock pa3ouThes Ha Ba PPOHTA YACTHIO TIOEXAIM HA CTAHIUIO APIBOH XK.JI. U
yacTh ObUTa HampasiieHa B KpacHoe Ha MecTHOoe BoccTaHue, rje Obln B cene KpacHom
apecToBaH Bech COBET KpecThSHCKUX JEMyTaToB M IPUTOBOPEHBI OBLIM MECTHBIMU
OesorBapjeiiaMu K BeIeuiie [SiC], HO TYT y»Ke Halll OTPSI [0 CYACThIO YCIIEN 3aXBATUTh
TEX TOBAPHILEH 1 MbI B unciie 60 4eI0BeK HaIllero OTpsija MOBEIU YIOPHBIA 00 U uepes
20 MuHyT BBIOWIH Genorsapaeies. >

We were compelled to split into two fronts; one part went to the railroad station Arlon, and
one part was detached to the local uprising at Krasnoe, where in the village of Krasnoe the
entire Soviet of Peasant Deputies had been arrested and sentenced to hanging by the local
White Guard, but on their way our unit was able to seize those comrades then and there,
and we, the sixty men of our unit, began a stubborn fight and in twenty minutes drove out
the White Guardists.

observation that Proskakov announces his own typicality to open his epitaph («B Tbicsiuax OBTOPEHHBIX UMEH. . .»)
(Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost', 157), and Moldavsky’s claim that “the concrete, real Semyon
Proskakov goes in the poema alongside Semyon Proskakov, the symbol of the revolution” (Moldavskii, “Chto takoe
schast'e?” 118).

16 ‘Telezhina’ in the 1927 version of this chapter published in the seventh issue of Novyi Lef; ‘Telezhikha’ in
Proskakov’s reminiscences. The latter of these appears to be correct.

157 GARF f. R6935, 0. 7, d. 131, II. 21-21b. Proskakov identifies White forces in the second battle as Kolchak’s; the
first battle may have been fought with Annenkov’s forces, insofar as Annenkov specialized in mass executions of pro-
Red citizens. Furthermore, Proskakov describes a battle that forestalled his partisan unit’s progress towards
Semipalatinsk, where Annenkov was based for much of the Civil War.

158 GARF f. 6935, op. 7, d. 131. This passage is reminiscent of Annenkov’s treatment of the villages in this general
area, to be discussed later in the chapter.
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Proskakov proceeds to describe the further movement of his partisan unit, which culminated in a
battle with entrenched White forces on the way to Semipalatinsk. After a day and a half of fighting,
Proskakov’s unit makes a decisive move:

...a B TOCJeqHee BpeMs M Mbl Hayally MOCTyNaTh M OTOWJIM Y HUX 4 myJeMera U Bce
ocTajbHble UX BUHTOBKM U Thicsu 10000 maTpoHOB M Janu MM 3HaThb KaK BOEBATh C
Kpacubivu faneie. .. 15

... but at the end we also began to act and retook four machine guns from them, and all the
remaining rifles and some ten thousand (?) rounds, and we let them know how to fight with
the Reds from then on...

The narrative (and section epigraphs) omits these episodes from the reminiscences, but perhaps
obliquely signals these twists and turns in the partisans’ fate in the opening to the “Partisans”:

MO:KHO HaIKCaTh:

«... Tpomnka Bena

He TO Ha Hebeca,

HE TO Ha €JIaHb.»

MpI K XOTHM - / 6€3 BBIAYMOK,
YTO KA3Hb HaM / Jaia,
pacckasath / O BUIUMBIX
JIONIX / U JAenax.

U006, / K IpaBe JIUIIOM,
IyTH HE TEPSLT

CyX / 1 BECOM —

Ham matepuai®

It could be written:

‘The trail led / neither to the heavens,
nor to the glade.

We want — without invention,

what life gave us

to tell of

people and events that we witnessed.
So that, with face to the truth,

the way was not lost

to our material

dry and weighty

1% GARF f. 6935, op. 7, d. 131.

160 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 342.
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As referenced above, the first four lines of this passage evoke the rejection of the vymysly,
‘fantasies,” that begin The Lay of Prince Igor’s Campaign; it seems that even as they and the
subsequent lines insist on the text’s factuality, they also obliquely indicate an omission (i.e., that
not everything will be narrated, but in short, things were not easy for the partisans).

It is at this point in the narrative that the partisan unit dissolves. Aseev places the partisans
in the taiga, rather than at Telezhikha as in Proskakov’s reminiscences. The partisans sing a song
as they march through the taiga, the first two lines of which Urban and Val'be identify as an
allusion to Aleksandr Blok’s Dvenadtsat' (The Twelve) in their commentary to the Biblioteka poeta
publication:

«YTO THI HEBECEIBIi, / HAlll TOBApUI KOMaHAUp ?» 6

“Why are you gloomy, / our comrade commander?” (Aseev)

«Yt0, TOBapHIIl, Thl HE BECEN?»

“Why, comrade, are you not happy?”1%? (Blok)

Here the narrator hints at an authorial invention, or at least an acceptance of imprecision,
introducing the song «Bpoze BoT 3Toro nean» (“They sang something like this”).163 The partisans
are interrupted by their commander:

«5] BaM / He HaYaNbHUK, -

KTO KyJla XOTUILb, UJIH.

MHoro Tpon / HacIeXeHo,

Ja KOHYCHBI ITyTH;

BOT oHa - / Tenexunna,

Jla K HEW He MMOJOUTH.

Crout BaM / mocCIymIaTh,
OOMIIBI, MOH CJIOBA:

161 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 344.

162 Urban and Val'be, “Primechaniia,” in Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, 699. A closer look at the role of music in the poema
is a topic for future study.

163 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 344. This observation is Moldavsky’s, in “Chto takoe
schast'e?” 116-117.
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HCYCTO HaM KYyIIAaTb

1 HCYEM BOCBATH.

CocHbl / ene memayTcs,
oOcrturia / Hac Oexa.
O6HMMeMcs TOKperye,
pasoiizeMcs, / KTo Kyaa».1%4

“l am no commander to you —

go whichever way you like.
Many trails are trodden,

and our paths have ended;

there it is — Telezhina,

but we cannot approach it.

It’s worth it for you to listen,
warriors, to my words:

there is nothing left for us to eat
and nothing to wage war with.
The pines are barely whispering,
misfortune has cut us short.

Let’s embrace each other warmly,
and disperse, each his own way.”

Aside from the difference in location, this speech of the partisan commander is close to
Proskakov’s own telling in the reminiscences:
[IpuexaB B nepeBHIo Tenexxuxy Tam yKe Hac BCTPETUIIM HENPUATENbCKOH (?7) myseit u ux
opyauu. TyT HaM IPUIIIOCH 3a1€PKATHCS TPOE CYTOK My HAC BBIILIM MAaTPOHBI U HaM
CTaJI0O BOCBATh HUYECM. TyT H3J1aJIM TIpHUKa3 Hall KOMaHIup, yTOOBI KTO KaK MOI TaK U
cracaics oT 6eoit conoyn.'6°
Having arrived in the village of Telezhikha, there already they met us with unfriendly
bullets and their weapons. Here we were forced to delay for three full days and we ran out
of cartridges and we had nothing left to wage war with. Here our commander issued an
order that each saved himself from the White scum.

In his reminiscences, Proskakov proceeds into the taiga, alone and without supplies,

eventually making his way to the village Elinovka, where he hides for five days before

164 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 344-345.

185 This passage is linguistically strange; the apparent grammatical issue in the first clause of the last sentence and the
word «uenpusTenabckoii», which is hard to read past the - in the original, might suggest that this is a transcription of
an oral text (assuming that a typist would not permit the grammatical error nor run out of space in the margin if
retyping a written text).
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encountering a Magyar from his partisan unit by chance. In the poema, the dissolution of the
partisan unit is followed by an interlude lamenting Proskakov’s difficulties, then an encounter with
billeted White officers. In this scene, not attested in the reminiscences, Proskakov’s ability to
balance spontaneity and consciousness is tested.

Proskakov first identifies these officers by their “shouts and whistles” as “black hussars
[and] blue uhlans [with] Ussuriisk yellow stripes;” upon approaching them, he hears drunken
snippets of conversation, insults, boasts of conquest, and song:1%¢

be3 uHTEMMreHTCKUX / MITYYeK,

€CJIU TBSIHBI - / TIOJI3UTE IO CTOJI!

... Ilox TroMeHbIO

OBLIO UMEHBE

B CEMHAJIIIATh THICSY JIYIIL

... Tym, tymr. Tym!

Yero packneunucs? / Uero packuciaun?
Knere, / uTo6 Mamka cocky mana?
BrIOpocHUTh K 4epTy / KHCIbIe MBICIIH !
...5 MMMyuuTenbHbIN TaNaHT! [...]
...Cna-a-aBeH / BBIIUBKOM / ¥ IUISICKOM
ayaHbI 101k / Marepmannanackmii! 167

Without intelligentsia gimmicks,

if you’re drunk — crawl under the table!

... Near Tiumen

was an estate

of seventeen thousand souls.

... Carcasses, carcasses. Carcasses!

Why are you falling apart? Why the long faces?
Are you waiting for mama to give you a pacifier?
Throw your sour thoughts to the devil!

...I am a tooormenting talent! [...]

...Fa-a-med for carousing/drinking and dancing
is the splendid Ingermanland regiment!

186 There are many speakers in this section; however, individual voices are not set off from one another by punctuation,
creating a sort of homogenized mix of many voices (because there is no struggle between them — they may be hostile
towards one another, but represent a single worldview — I do not use the word polyphony here to avoid confusion with
Bakhtin’s concept). The carousing of the group of officers, of course, also contrasts with the fate of the partisans, who
have all gone their separate ways.

167 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 349, 350.
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The commander of these troops is not named. Shaitanov identifies them as Annenkov’s.68 Another
small detail, the addressing of one of the officers as khorunzhii, supports this claim, insofar as it
identifies the officers as Cossack.'® In any case, the officers, with their boasts of mass violence
and short temperaments that result in a fatal duel, and despite their toasts to Kolchak, resemble the
Ataman to a far greater extent than the Supreme Leader, even though Annenkov was at least
nominally under Kolchak’s command.’® The narrator’s characterization of Proskakov’s situation
also suggests that these troops are Annenkov’s:

ITo Bcett / mo Cubupwu, / BOIM3HM U 1aJIeKo,

MOPKH, / TOKaphl / ¥ MaHUKA:

cnpaBa CemeHOB, / c3agu Kanmbikos,

cnesa / u cnepenn /| AEHenKoB. 17!

Throughout Siberia, near and far,

beatings, fires and panic:

on the right, Semyonov, in the rear Kalmykov,

on the left and ahead Annenkov.
Proskakov, crouched under a window, observes the scene. He could engage with the enemy,

especially if incensed by their conflation of the Bolshevik and Social Revolutionary parties or the

description of them as one officer’s former “lousy [vshivye] friends,” continuing to claim this

168 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 311. The zheltye lampasy mentioned here also appear in description of Annenkov
in “The Black Ataman,” while the phrases “black hussars” and “blue uhlans” appeared as descriptor’s of Annenkov’s
troops in coverage of his trial (first in 29 July 1927 issues of lzvestiia and Pravda). It is worth noting that the first
publication of “Partisans” appeared two months before that of “The Black Ataman,” and that the latter did not bear
designation as part of Semyon Proskakov; it therefore seems that Aseev meant these troops as Annenkov’s, although
for the average reader, just understanding that these are White Guards might be sufficient.

189 Urban and Val'be, “Primechaniia,” 700. According to the Bol'shoi tolkovyi slovar', in pre-revolutionary Cossack
armies khorunzhii was the lowest-ranking officer, approximately equivalent to lieutenant or cornet.

170 ‘Nominally’ because newspaper accounts, which will be discussed in the section on Annenkov, emphasized that
Annenkov did not always follow the directions issued from Kolchak’s central command.

171 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 347-348.
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172 and referring to him as “a

officer had joined the SRs “on the night when all cats turned grey
democratic louse [demokraticheskaia tlia].”*”® This man’s death in the duel is taken as proof that
he was a “red spy” — an ironic accusation, given that Proskakov is eavesdropping at this very
moment. However, Proskakov, at this point starving, unarmed, and alone, chooses not to engage
his enemy — a conscious decision that results in his escape and survival.

Proskakov does not function alone in this scene. As he approaches the officers’ billet, the
narrator tests his mettle, suggesting that he sneak back into the taiga — a suggestion Proskakov
rejects:

Oii, CemeH, / Opocaii, / mepecTanb-Ka,

BBIXOIM / U3 1eOpu / ¢ MOBUHHOM! [...]

Her, ne 6pomty, / He epecTany,

HE CKYJIH, IIaxTepckoe cepue!

Ormonsu / Kpyrom moJIyCTaHoOK,

norisaau / Ha To opunepcTso.t’4

Hey, Semyon, give up, stop already

leave the wilderness and surrender! [...]

No, [ won’t give up, I won’t stop,

don’t whimper, miner’s heart!

Crawl around the station town

take a look at those officers.

Following the duel, which seems to end up more like an execution, the narrator, or maybe
Proskakov’s inner monologue, again urges Proskakov not to engage these officers, but instead to

sneak away with supplies taken from the murdered officer, and thus live to fight another day:

Otnon3ait, [lpockakos, / oTnomn3aii!

172 This line, «B Houb, korna cranu Bee komku cepui» modifies the proverbial phrase «Housto Bee koruku cephi»,
likely referring to the many opposing political parties and factions of the revolution. The line evokes and contrasts
with Proskakov’s description of the start of his revolutionary activity: «B rox, xorga nepBoMy sSICHOMy IHIO OBIIO
JIaHO HaJI0 MHOM 3apAeThcs, OPOCHII 51 IOM, KEHY U POJIHIO, U 3aIMCAJICS B KPACHOTBapAEHIIBI».

173 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 350.
174 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 348. This section does not indicate changes of speaker;

dialogue must be understood from shifts an addressee. This exchange also may alternatively be interpreted as
Proskakov’s inner monologue on the basis of Proskakov’s direct address to his “miner’s heart.”
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3b10KHIA CyMpak / OT paccBeTa cep.
He ycnen / moacymka oTBsizaTh
CTpPEJISTHHBIN / B 3aTBIIOK / ouriep.
Xopou / 11 paHeHOH HOTH
MSTKOT'O OITOMKa / Callory;

XOpOIII0, / CBepHYBIIUCH THXO, / JIEUb,
Ha IUIEYH HATSUTMB / TUIOTHBIN (pery.t’

Crawl away, Proskakov, crawl away!

The unsteady gloom is gray from daybreak.

The officer didn’t manage to unfasten his cartridge pouch,
shot in the back of the head.

Good for an injured leg

are boots of soft calfskin;

it’s good, having turned away quietly, to lay down,
having laid on your shoulders a thick field coat.

Proskakov takes advantage of the officer’s death to gain necessary supplies, and his conscious
decision to ‘observe but not engage’ allows him — and the reader — a chance to observe the
beastliness of the White troops. At the same time, the supplies Proskakov gains (calfskin boots, a
field coat, the cartridge bag full of biscuits) from the White officer simulate some comforts of
home life for him, even if Proskakov must remain vigilant. The section (and with it, the chapter)
ends:

Jlec, / ropu / paznuBamu 3apH,

HE JI0 IPEMBI TYT, / HE IO CIIaHbSI:

CyXapH B IOJICYMKe, / cyxapu!
U ropsuuii / cMonsHOM / KOHbsK! 176

Forest, burn, like outpourings of dawn,

no place for slumber here, no place for sleep,
there are biscuits in your cartridge bag, biscuits!
And hot pine-pitch cognac!

175 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 352.

176 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 352. The apostrophe to the forest here is not the only
direct address to nature in this chapter: earlier in this section, the narrator addresses the sun; the first section of the
chapter includes addresses to meadows, an aspen tree (possibly meaning the forest), and a ‘circle of stars’ in the sky.
Mention on the light of the early day concludes with the opening two lines (written as one line in Aseev’s quotation
of it) of Pushkin’s poem “The Cherry” («Burmmsi», 1815): «PymsHoii 3apefo mokpsuics BocTok» (“Rosy dawn covered
the east”). Urban and Val'be, “Primechaniia,” 700.
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The cautious approach to the officers pays off: Proskakov now can hide away from them, leaving
slightly better provisioned than before the encounter, but still unequipped for combat.

Proskakov’s movement after this scene is not entirely clear, and the rest of his plot has no
attribution in his reminiscences. In Aseev’s version, Proskakov returns to hiding in the taiga at the
end of “Partisans,” but suddenly reappears far from where he was last seen in the second section
of the following chapter “Trains™ at the station “Winter.” The Czechoslovak Legion controls the
station, and here the Czech commander “Vo0nia,” with stress marked and without a surname,’”
and an unnamed Bolshevik voenkom (war commissar) discuss remittal of Kolchak to the
Bolsheviks. Though unstated in the text, the Czechoslovak Legion has gone back on its agreement
to escort Kolchak to the British mission in Irkutsk.2”® At the end of the scene, the negotiation
completed in the Bolsheviks’ favor, the narrator indicates that Proskakov has appeared at this same
railroad station at a crucial moment:

Hy, a gto IlpockakoB? / Xouemb 3HaTh 0 HEM?
OH crout y Bxoaa / ¢ BOEHKOMOBBIM KOHEM."®

But what about Proskakov? Do you want to know about him?
He is standing by the entrance with the commissar’s horse.

The third section opens with an address to Proskakov by an unspecified speaker, perhaps the same
voenkom as in the second section, with emphasis on the exigency of the moment:

HInaps, Centoxa! / Beiropeno aeno:
B3SUTH B IUIEH, / TyIa ero u3 tena!

17 Throughout this section Aseev highlights Czech speech with stress marks reflecting Czech pronunciation and
lexical and syntactic Czechisms («Komuaka He 3roaHo 0TAaBaTh Ha wien», for example). Although at this moment the
Czechoslovak Legion is helping the Bolsheviks, they were enemies throughout the Civil War, and thus stylizing the
Czech commander’s Russian speech could be seen as a way of making him sound ridiculous (satire as
delegitimization).

178 For an account of the halting of the train at Station Zima, see Smele, Civil War in Siberia, 634-639. Smele names
the commander of the protective picket that the Czechoslovak Legion posted around the train as Major Gustav Becvar.

179 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 357. Earlier in the scene a command was given — we now
understand, to Proskakov — to take the commissar’s horse.
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Croii cTopoxH, / r1a3y He CIyCKai,

B POT HE JIOXKH / €AMHOTO KyCKa.

Jlo BeTpy Oeras, / BOXY KUIIATS,

MTOMHHM BaroH / Ha JalbHUX MY TSX.
Kaxayro MuHyTY / 1epkH B TOJIOBE:

Hac BeJb / BCEro-To / mecThcoT uenoBek! 180

Quickly, Seniukha! The thing’s come off:

They took [him] captive, and his soul’s out of his body!

Stand and guard, don’t take your eye off him,

don’t put a single bite in your mouth.

Going to pee, boiling water,

remember the train car on distant lines.

Every minute keep in mind:

after all, in total, there are only six hundred of us!
Proskakov therefore must continue (or resume, as the case may be) his privation for the sake of
the cause: the timing of his arrival in Irkutsk creates an opportunity to contribute, but only if
Proskakov can manage his physical needs for the sake of a greater good. Proskakov accepts this
duty:

Hu HOYBIO, / HU THEM / HE CHUMAs Tecak,
[TpoCKaKoB / CTOMT U CTOMT / Ha yacax. 8!

Neither night, nor day, not removing his tesak
Proskakov stands and stands guard.

Discipline takes precedence over physical needs.

Throughout the poema Proskakov appears as a rank-and-file actor who acts in accordance
with the moment; in the two chance encounters analyzed in this section, he acts in opposite ways.
He consciously chooses not to engage the White officers when stumbling upon the chance but

takes advantage of the opportunity to participate in the capture of Kolchak. His internal psychology

180 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 357.

181 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 357. Tesak — a short saber (Urban and Val'be,
“Primechaniia,” in Aseev, Stikhotvoreniia i poemy, 700).

Linked by the metaphor of the sword for military duty, Proskakov’s discipline and diligence here implicitly
contrasts with Kolchak’s post factum willingness to resign his post in his ‘epitaph.’
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is relevant in these scenes only to the extremely limited extent that it dramatizes his correct
decisions: his speech is minimal, and typically takes the form of internal monologue or dialogue
with the narrator. Proskakov therefore implicitly rejects the speechifying typical of Kolchak and
Annenkov in favor of action in support of the revolution. His status as hero in the text derives from
his conscious acceptance of the revolution, his action in its support, and his stoicism in
withstanding physical (and not ideological) trials.

Another way of looking at Proskakov’s plot speaks to its harmonization with the narrative
of the revolution propagated in 1927. Bolshevik leaders began crafting the narrative of the
revolution from its earliest stages, and one persistent concern was the extent to which agency
should be ascribed to leadership from the Party and action of the masses. By 1927, the role of the
Bolshevik Party as a director of the masses loomed large in discussions of the revolutionary past.8?
It is notable, then, that through the text Proskakov moves from point to point of Bolshevik
direction; whenever possible, he acts under the explicit instruction of a higher-ranking authority.
He goes off by himself into the taiga on the orders of his unit’s commander, does not engage in
conflict with the White officers on his own initiative, but does participate in the capture of Kolchak
on the orders of the local War Commissar. This reflects Proskakov’s reminiscences, in which he
emphasizes collective, coordinated efforts, whether in partisan or propaganda activities; his
undertakings are always authorized by a higher authority, whether the Bolshevik Party (or its
representative) or the collective itself. In this way, Proskakov is ideologically self-sufficient, just

as his entry into the Bolshevik Party is self-sufficient in his reminiscences and the opening

182 For example, for participants in evenings of reminiscences “a personal encounter with Lenin, or being present at

one of his speeches, became a badge of revolutionary credentials. Reminiscers organized their autobiographies around
these and future such moments. Lesser Bolsheviks might also be invoked in this vein.” For historians including
Emel’ian laroslavsky, “Lenin became the prophet and guide of October, the Bolshevik Party its avatar,” and the
Bolshevik Party was credited with preparing the masses for October (Corney, Telling October, 215, 199).
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epigraph of the poema. Moreover, no character responsible for or representing political or
ideological education (along the lines of Liutov in Babel’s Red Cavalry or Gints in Pasternak’s
Doctor Zhivago) appears in the text; even the narrator, who certainly directs the reader’s
interpretation at key points, does not speak didactically. As in Proskakov’s character, so in the text
on the whole correct behavior is modeled without explanation of the underlying mindset.

Through Aseev’s discovery of the reminiscences, Proskakov tells his account of the Civil
War. However, the status of “little hero” does not lessen Proskakov’s significance for the events
in which he participates, because he is but one of many participants. Metchenko argues that Aseev
“announced in ‘Antigenial'naia poema’ [1930 — ZR] that history had put forward a new hero — the
class, the collective; the poet identified individual heroism with individualism. With this also is
connected the demand of the poet: ‘Full elimination of the individual biography of the poet is
necessary, down to refusal to sign one’s works.” That is why consideration of the personality of
the hero is so subdued, which is particularly striking, given that the poema is named after him.”8
Indeed, the poema does not fail to emphasize the collective efforts that led to victory in the Civil
War. As Proskakov stands guard over Kolchak, arguably his greatest achievement in the text, albeit
one invented by the author, the narrator broadens perspective to the other “little heroes” who
complete similar “big deeds” as part of the collective effort.

A cotnau / ITpockakoBbIX / OpOJST BOKPYT

cpeib OelbIX, / HoCIeIHNX, / pa3sHy3JaHHbIX BEIOT. 84

183 Metchenko, Tvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 323.

184 The “unbridled snowstorms” («pasnysnanueix Beror») fits the common metaphor of the Revolution as a storm; in
this instance, the omnipresence of White Guard forces seems like a snowstorm. The phrase is therefore somewhat
pleonastic: it begins with ‘white,” although snowstorms probably cannot be any other color. The metaphor may have
its origins in Aleksandr Blok’s citation of Thomas Carlyle’s view of the French Revolution, given in Blok’s 1918
article “The Intelligentsia and the Revolution”: “Russia is in storm. Carlyle has said that democracy arrives ‘storm-
girt”.” («Poccust — Oyps. [lemokpaTusi TpHXOIUT «omosicaHHass Oypeit», roBoputr Kapneitnmsy). Blok, “The
Intelligentsia and the Revolution,” trans. Marc Raeff, in Russian Intellectual History: An Anthology (Amherst, NY:

Prometheus Books, 1966), 364.
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W Oponst / u OpensT / 0 BpEeMEHU TOM,

KOTJIa OHH BCTPETAT / CBOI OPOIIEHHKIH oM. . . 18

And hundreds of Proskakovs roam about
among the white, the last, unbridled snowstorms.
And they roam and rave about that time,
when they will meet their abandoned home...
The Reds are grouped by synecdoche with the titular hero: as “hundreds of Proskakovs” act

together, their “big deeds” accomplish the even “bigger” deed of Bolshevik victory.

Admiral and Ataman: Siberian Villains
In his study of the villain in Soviet literature of the 1920s, Eric Laursen differentiates two common
types of villains: the “alien,” who “lives a life of the mind, building castles in the air and dreaming
dreams that are never fulfilled,” and the “beast,” who “follows the dictates of the body, motivated
by greed and selfish desire.”*8 Such villains threatened Soviet readers with their hyper-
consciousness or visceral spontaneity, respectively. Ideological disorientation could ensue if these
characters were allowed free rein in the text, because the reader may be tempted to read them
positively. This fear of readerly confusion, Laursen argues, significantly contributed to the
ideological strictures of Socialist Realism.

But because the villains in the works analyzed here also represented real threats to the
Soviet project during the Revolution and Civil War, a further theoretical step is necessary. Works

such as Semyon Proskakov that depict historical personae of the recent past, especially when the

White snow and wind also evoke the imagery of Blok’s The Twelve, perhaps also suggesting that Proskakov,
and not Christ, is who really emerges from the storm.

185 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 358.
186 |_aursen, Toxic Voices, 6. With some exceptions, Laursen views the alien and the beast as continuations of the

‘superfluous man’ character in Russian literature, whose deviations from the status quo must be rectified for the good
of the social order. See Laursen, Toxic Voices, 15-21.
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choice of specific figures as villains is viewed as an outcome of the theoretical position of
“literature of fact,” enter a broader discussion of the legitimacy of these historical actors and their
actions; they deal with broader groups (partisans, counterrevolutionaries, etc.) by extension from
the specific individual to the type that individual represents.’®” In a work designated for
commemoration of the anniversary of the October Revolution, depiction of villains in Semyon
Proskakov serves to delegitimize them in the eyes of the reading public, and, conversely, to
legitimize the heroes that overcome them. Such a literary undertaking can brook no confusion
regarding how posterity is to remember historical actors.

In her article “Little Heroes, Big Deeds: Literature Responds to the First Five-Year Plan,”
from which I apply insights into the heroic type in the above analysis of Proskakov, Katerina Clark
argues that villains in novelistic prose of the period are most frequently little more than
caricatures.'® This contention on its own does not contradict the historical nature of the villains
of Aseev’s work; on the contrary, historical figures were ripe for caricature, as will be seen in the
next chapter in discussion of villains in Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! However, in the cases of Aseev
and Mayakovsky, this argument must be put into dialogue with Lef’s distaste for
“psychologization” (psikhologizatsiia) and “typification” (tipizatsiia) in literature. On the latter of
these terms, for example, Chuzhak wrote:

Kak orHOCHMCS MBI K TI/IHI/I3aI_II/II/I? IImoxo oTHOCHUMCSI MBI K TUIINU3alluun. bes JOJI?KHOT'O

MOYTCHUA U — OUCHb, I'NITaBHOC, YCJIOBHO.

MEICHUTE OpuaAyMaHHBIMH TUIIaMU MbI, K CHaCTbIO, YK€ HC MO)KCM.189

How do we regard typification? We regard typification poorly. Without proper
esteem/deference and — very, this is the main thing, contingently.

187 | am grateful to Boris Kolonitskii for suggesting this approach.
188 Clark, “Little Heroes,” 202.
189 Chuzhak, “Pisatel'skaia pamiatka,” in Literatura fakta: Pervyi sbornik materialov rabotnikov Lefa, 20; quoted also

in Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 309. In this same article, Chuzhak uses the formula of the first sentence quoted
here to discuss generalization (obobshchenie), towards which his view was significantly more accommodating.
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To think in contrived types we, happily, are not able.
The views of Lef on literary types have some commentators to confused arguments about how to
view the villains. Shaitanov writes:

If Lefists had not borne an insurmountable enmity towards everything connected with

typification, then it would be possible to say that with the image of Annenkov Aseev

presented a degeneration, the downfall of a historic type illuminated by the gleam of

inherited splendor. In the image of Kolchak — the downfall of an identity within the

confines of one life.1%
Nonetheless, it seems that Shaitanov tries to have it both ways when he adds, referencing lines that
will receive attention in the next section: “Not only about Kolchak could he [Aseev] say: ‘cursed
in songs, forgotten in legends,” — this is about all whose lamentable present-day reputation will
turn into future ignominy.”!®? In summary, Shaitanov wants to accept Aseev’s artistic
subordination to Lef theory at face value, even as he clearly sees that Aseev’s characters can be
made to represent historical types as well as individuals.

Discussion of villains will expose tensions between these positions. At times Aseev’s
villains do appear as types, at times as historically specific individuals — that is, they maintain the
same tension as Proskakov himself, who appears as both a historically distinct individual and a
stand-in for the proletarian partisan hero type. Aseev does not shy away from describing Proskakov
as the representative of a type (recall the “repeated in thousands of names” and “hundreds of
Proskakovs”) while maintaining his biographical specificity; a similar situation holds for the

villains. The following sections will explore the functioning of Kolchak as alien and Annenkov as

beast in relation to “facts” and “inventions” about them. It will also draw attention to the literary

190 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 311.

191 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 311.
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strategies deployed by Aseev to present the villains as illegitimate voices that threaten the hero,

and by extension, to the reader meant to identify with him.

The Alien Admiral: Kolchak
The stenographic transcript of the interrogation of Kolchak is the only historical material on
Kolchak to enter Semyon Proskakov with explicit citation.'%? Unlike Proskakov, and as Kolchak
himself comments in the part of his epitaph cited in the previous section to be examined in this
section, he was notorious to the Soviet public of 1927. As a temporary resident of Vladivostok and
then Chita in the years 1917 to 1922, Aseev’s own experience of the Civil War was perhaps more
strongly connected to the rise and fall of the Omsk-based and Kolchak-headed Provisional All-
Russian Government than those of his peers in European Russia. One would imagine that he was
well-informed of Kolchak’s movements because of his role at the newspaper Dal'nevostochnoe
obozrenie; however, as with the rest of the text, it is not clear how Aseev’s personal experience
entered the text, if at all.1% In “October in the Far East,” Aseev mentions White control of
Vladivostok and refers several times to “counter-intelligence operatives” (kontrrazvedchiki) loyal
to Kolchak or the White counterrevolution generally, but he does not delve into events from
Kolchak’s campaign. %

In Semyon Proskakov Kolchak appears in defeat. In Formalist narrative terms, the fabula

shows him first in the chapter “Trains.” The time is January 1920, and the commander of the

192 Dopros Kolchaka: Protokoly zasedanii Chrezvychainoi sledstvennoi komissii v Irkutske. Stenograficheskii otchet
(Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1925).

193 This difficulty results at least in part from the sparse availability of Aseev’s letters and sparse holdings of
Dal'nevostochnoe obozrenie in the United States. A close analysis of Aseev’s letters and the Vladivostok newspaper
would help ascertain his experience with White forces during the Civil War; however, that will need to be the subject
of future research.

194 Aseev, “Oktiabr' na Dal'nem,” 44, 46-48.
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evacuating Czechoslovak Legion is surrendering Kolchak to the newly established Bolshevik
authority in Irkutsk.'® In the next and final chapter, Kolchak appears in silence at military tribunal,
then at execution. In terms of the siuzhet, Kolchak first appears immediately after Proskakov to
deliver his own epitaph as the second of the opening “Two Epitaphs™ at an unclear time, but
logically after his execution on 7 February 1920.1%

In the epitaph, Kolchak reveals himself to be fully alien to the rising Soviet state and its
system of values, but also to be fully conscious and even regretful of that fact: speaking from
beyond the grave, he explicitly and implicitly admits to being on the “wrong side of history.” I
will argue that Kolchak’s penitent position, while aligning him with the ‘alien’ character type in
Laursen’s terms, differs significantly from Kolchak’s presentation of himself under interrogation.
The version of Kolchak shown in Semyon Proskakov alludes to facts as the basis for a fictionalized
self-portrait but also contorts them to highlight his alien nature, with the effect of delegitimizing
both Kolchak the historical figure and the mindset of the bourgeois intelligent that he is made to
represent.

The first of the two epigraphs to Kolchak’s epitaph establishes the shift from Proskakov to
Kolchak in a simple exchange: “Are you Admiral Kolchak?” and its affirmative answer “Yes, |
am Admiral Kolchak,” taken from the opening of the military tribunal of Kolchak on 21 January
1920.2%7 The content of the second epigraph, by far the lengthier of the two, pertains to Kolchak’s

unrealized aspirations to scientific work at the South Pole. (He had sailed on exploratory and

195 Changes of power in Irkutsk during the Civil War years were complicated. A Bolshevik-led Military Revolutionary
Committee took control of Irkutsk from a coalition group called Polittsentr (Political Center) in mid-January 1920,
just days before the capture of Kolchak. On the establishment of the Military Revolutionary Committee, see Smele,
Civil War in Siberia, 656-658.

196 At one point in the epitaph Kolchak says explicitly that he now sees “from the darkness of the grave” (iz mogil'nogo
mraka). Like Proskakov in his own epitaph, Kolchak explicitly refers to himself as dead.

197 Protokoly doprosa Kolchaka, 3.
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scientific expeditions in the Arctic Sea before World War 1.) Kolchak therefore enters the poema
not as a military or political leader, but as a scientist and explorer, the reality of whose military
career and anti-Bolshevik actions drastically failed to accommodate his dreams. As Shaitanov puts
it, “the fate of an individual in any case is taken under the sign of the historical choice they make.
The tragedy of Kolchak is a tragedy of misconception (tragediia zabluzhdeniia).”*%® The epitaph
recapitulates Kolchak’s frustrated hopes in a tragic key. Kolchak defines himself in terms of both
his personal failures and his legacy; he realizes that he is on the wrong side of history.

In stark contrast to Proskakov’s use of mostly perfective verbs, Kolchak defines himself in
the epitaph with a string of past participles, focusing on his unfulfilled dreams and the vicissitudes
that rendered them unachievable, endowing each action with a negative connotation:
«ompasicenHvlli B CHOUPCKUX HOYAX. .. O2YOUBWUL MEUTY CBOIO; TUTBITh 3aXOmMesuiuti Ha I0T. .. U
OmHeceHHblll TAIEKO Ha CEBEP; U3MEHUSWUL CTUXUU POJTHON; gblueduiuti ONTHCS Ha CYyXOMYyThE;
nyujer 00JIOTaM CHOMPCKUM Ha JIHO; ITyTaMH TPOIOK TaeKHBIX ONYMAH; TyTh MOU UCKPUBLEH
pyKo# aHrMuaH; 6er Mot Hanpaesnen pykoro dpaniy3os» (“Reflected in Siberian nights; having
brought my dream to ruin; having wanted to sail to the south... but was carried far to the north;
having betrayed my native element; having left to fight on dry land; was released to Siberian
swamps to the bottom; was tangled by ways on the trails of the taiga,” “my way was twisted by
the hand of the English,” “my retreat was directed by the hand of the French”).1%

As adjectives, these past participles (italicized above) define their grammatical subject,
Kolchak (or things proper to him, in the last two examples) in terms of his past actions. The

variation of active and passive participles comingles admissions of guilt with passivity and

198 Shaitanov, V sodruzhestve svetil, 311.

19 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 353, 354, 355.
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victimization by circumstances. Each phrase refers to actions and events that may be verified and
explained biographically; the most figurative of them, “reflected in Siberian nights,” still speaks
to the impact Kolchak had on the areas that he tried to control. However, they are worded to suggest
Kolchak’s alienation from the current reality. Echoing the epigraph, Kolchak states that he “wanted
to sail to the south” on a scientific expedition, but “was carried far away to the north” by the
revolution, in consequence of which he was “cursed in songs and forgotten in skazaniia”; he
attempted to join the British armed forces following Russian withdrawal from World War 1, but
was sent back to Russia to resist the revolution; he “returned to land” from his “native element,”
water, for this purpose. These last lines, «fI, n3aMeHUBIINN CTUXUU POJHOM / BBIICAIINI OUTHCS
Ha cyxomyTbe» (“I, having betrayed my native element / having left to fight on dry land”) speak to
Kolchak’s hyper-intellectual alien consciousness even as Kolchak appears to take responsibility
for his role in the Civil War. They pun stikhiia (element) with stikhiinost' (spontaneity): through
wordplay, Kolchak tacitly acknowledges his lack of a crucial element of the revolutionary
character. He possesses only the hyper-consciousness that he acted against the course of history
but no ability to change his past actions.

The several references in the epitaph to interference in Kolchak’s biography by foreign
powers have led at least one scholar to the assertion that Aseev’s depiction of Kolchak aligns with
the Bolshevik historical narrative, according to which he is “a marionette of foreign powers,” albeit
also ““a tragic hero who had a lofty purpose, and who recognizes (atypically for the image of the
enemy in Soviet poetry) his own guilt.”?% This view of Kolchak, specifically as subordinate to
Western powers, certainly did exist; however, this was certainly not the only image of Kolchak in

early Soviet culture (as will be discussed in the coming pages). It does not, however, appear to

200 Syetlana Sheshunova, “Obraz Admirala Kolchaka v khudozhestvennoi literature,” Posev 9 (September 2004): 29.
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align with Aseev’s authorial intent. According to materials at TsGALI cited by Karpov, Aseev
maintained that “Kolchak is done in terms of a profound appraisal of his fate not only as an enemy,
but also as a person.”?°* Furthermore, in 1927 — a year in which war seemed imminent to many
Soviet citizens and government officials — one would think that passing references to interference
by Britain and France, even together with the involvement of the Czechoslovak Legion in
Kolchak’s fate, are not sufficient evidence of the ‘marionette’ status. Indeed, were Aseev’s goal to
emphasize foreign influence, an obvious addition to Semyon Proskakov would be the fact that
Kolchak was traveling under the protection (initially) of the Czechoslovak Legion to the British
mission in Irkutsk. Any or all these elements of Kolchak’s biography conceivably could be much
more strongly emphasized. | argue that the force of history plays a greater role: the revolution is
the “first cause,’ so to speak, of Kolchak’s ruin, even if Kolchak’s involvement with foreign powers
might seem ripe for exposition in 1927,292 when military intervention by a British-led capitalist
coalition was widely feared.?%3

One of the quoted participle phrases serves as emblematic of Aseev’s interweaving of
historical fact with literary villainy in the ‘alien’ image of Kolchak. Here Kolchak remarks on his
legacy:

A, [ ammupan Anekcanap Komuak,

HPOKIIATHINA B IeCHSX, / 3a0BITHINA B CKazaHbAX». 2%

I am Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak,

201 Karpov, Nikolai Aseev: ocherk tvorchestva (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1969), 93.

202 However, it is interesting to note that Annenkov appears to have attempted to take advantage of Soviet trepidation
about foreign incursion when questioned about Kolchak at military tribunal. In trial proceedings covered in the 29
July 1927 issues of lzvestiia and Pravda, Annenkov described Kolchak as the “blind performer of the will of
foreigners,” specifically naming the British General (Alfred) Knox, head of the British Mission in Siberia at the time,
as exerting control over Kolchak.

208 Aseev’s 1927 poem “Boevaia trevoga” addresses this topic.

204 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 334.
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cursed in songs, / forgotten in legends.
Kolchak is conspicuously aware of his degraded status in public opinion — a status which in 1927
remained in common circulation in discussion of the revolution.?%
That Kolchak was “cursed in songs” is true in the most literal sense. Dmitrii Moldavsky
comments on these lines:
[osTnueckuit o6pa3? [la, OesycmoBHo. Ho 3a stum o00pasom crout abComoTHAS
JIOCTOBEPHOCTh — MOy, U3 BCEX BparoB coBeTCKO# Biactu Komuak Hambosiee 4acTo
BCTpEYaeTCs B HAPOAHBIX YaCTyNIKaX M mecHsx. 20
Is this a poetic image? Yes, without question. But behind this image stands an absolute
veracity: it is possible that of all the enemies of Soviet power, Kolchak was the most
frequently encountered in popular chastushki and songs.
A version of the popular song “Oh, little apple” («3x, si6;1ouko») denies Kolchak the right to cross
the Ural Mountains.?®” A song of the Red partisans in Siberia, titled “Lullaby” («Konbi6enpHas
necus») and modeled on Mikhail Lermontov’s “Cossack Lullaby” («Ka3aubsi konbibenbHas
necHs»), casts Kolchak as an illegitimate pretender to power. The song promises the same fate as
Kolchak’s — execution — to those who decide to “march on my Siberia with war” («uaTu BoitHOIO
na Cubups Moro»).2% Because this song references Kolchak’s execution as an accomplished fact,

it must date to after February 1920, and it therefore exemplifies Kolchak’s usability as a legible

negative symbol of the counterrevolution.

205 For example, the photograph of him among other defeated military leaders of the White movement in the 6-7
November 1927 issue of Pravda noted above.

206 providing several examples of Kolchak in song, Moldavsky continues to speculate that the chastushka «Kax
upkytckas Yeka pazmensiia Komvaka...» was Aseev’s own invention, although he acknowledges that “in any case,
many analogous chastushki were composed precisely about Kolchak, perhaps more than about all the other ‘liberators’
of Russia” («xax ObI TO HH ObUTO, MMEHHO 0 KoJuake ClI0KEHO aHAJIOTMYHBIX YaCTYIIEK, MOy, OOJIbIIE, YeM O
BCEX OCTallbHBIX «ocBoboautensix» Poccum»). Moldavskii, Nikolai Aseev (Moscow and Leningrad:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1965),, 82, 83.

207 Another part of this song appears on the lips of Sharikov in Mikhail Bulgakov’s Heart of a Dog.

208 A version of this song appears in Lazar' Eliasov, Narodnaia revoliutsionnaia poeziia vostochnoi Sibiri epokhi
grazhdanskoi voiny (Ulan-Ude: Buriat-Mongolskoe knizhnoe izdatel'stvo, 1957).
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Extension of Kolchak’s statement beyond popular song to poetry reveals that in the period
1917-1927, no fewer than twenty-two examples of poems that mention Kolchak appear in the
verses of Eduard Bagritsky, Demian Bedny, Sergei Esenin, Nikolai Kliuev, Mikhail Kuzmin,
Leonid Martynov, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and Velimir Khlebnikov.?®® Bagritsky’s 1922 “Get
Kolchak! Across the sleepless taiga...” («Ha Komuaka! 1 mo taiire 6ecconHoii...») iS one example
of extreme anti-Kolchak sentiment. The poem begins:

Ha Komnuaka! U o Talire 6€cCOHHOM,
Ha omrymb, crioTeIKasich U KIISIHS,
bpenem Tyna, rae 30J0TONMOTrOHHBIN
Hou4Holi 1030p MasiuuT y OrH4. ..

O#4, myJist, oM CBUHIIOBOIO CUHUIICH !
Kibikom kabaHBUM HaBOCTPHUCH, LITHIK!
VY nap B ynap! KpoBaBbiM moToMm nuna
3akarnaHbl, 1 OHeMel S3bIK. 210

Get Kolchak! And across the sleepless taiga,
Gropingly, stumbling and cursing,

We make our way to where the gold-lined

Night watch looms at the fire...

Oh, bullet, sing like a lead chickadee!

Make yourself like a boar’s tusk, bayonet!

One blow after another! With bloody sweat their faces
drip, and the tongue has fallen speechless.

Written two years after the execution of Kolchak, Bagritsky’s poem, like the partisan “Lullaby,”
presents Kolchak as a metonymic stand-in for all remaining counterrevolutionary forces in Siberia
to be eliminated.

Mayakovsky also employed the negative image of Kolchak in politically oriented verse.

His commemorative poem for the Day of the Paris Commune “The First Communards” («IlepBbie

209 These results are compiled from a search of “Kolchak” in the National Corpus of the Russian Language; as such,
they only include references to Kolchak by his surname.

210 Eduard Bagritsky, “Na Kolchaka! I po taiga bessonnoi...,” in Stikhotvoreniia i poemy (Moscow and Leningrad:
Sovetskii pisatel', 1964), 267.
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koMMyHape», 1927) is premised on remediation of the lack of historical memory of the events of
the Paris Commune among Soviet citizens.?!! As Mayakovsky describes the rise, development,
and repression of the Paris Commune, Kolchak appears in comparison to Gaston Alexandre
Auguste, Marquis de Galliffet, who led forces in the repression of the Commune: «Kommyny
nocTtaBui kK crene ['amude — ppanmysckuit uxauii Komuax» (“The Commune was put to the wall
by Galliffet — the French’s own Kolchak™).?*? Kolchak figures in the poem as a convenient
comparison to the idea of “repressor of revolutionary freedom,” a touchstone with which Soviet
readers could identify. Mayakovsky’s poem is otherwise devoid of references to Russian historical
figures and events, with the exception of its description of the abatement of revolutions in Europe
after the repression of the Paris Commune:

Bepcainbupl, / [lapux / onieBaB CBUHLIOM,

YITA / TIO/ IITIOPHBIN OPSIK,

Y BHOBB 3aCHsJI0 / OypiKysl IO

1o Hamero Okra6ps.t3

Those of Versailles, having spat Paris with lead

left under the clang of spurs

and anew shone

the face of the bourgeois,

until our October.

The latter half of the line “cursed in songs and forgotten in skazaniia” hints at the inventive

counter-impulse to the factual basis of Aseev’s poema. The very idea of Kolchak as a positive hero

211 March 18, the Day of the Paris Commune, was established as a holiday and day off by a decree issued in December
1918; it was a holiday through 1928 (Shilova, “Building the Bolshevik Calendar”). Bergman attributes the
discontinuation of the holiday to Stalin’s “belief in the self-sufficiency of the October revolution,” which “obviated
the need for prior events, especially foreign ones, to legitimise it.” Bergman, “The Paris Commune in Bolshevik
Mythology,” 1439.

The Paris Commune played an appreciable role in Bolshevik mythologizing of the revolutionary process as
well as debates within the Bolshevik Party: see Bergman, “The Paris Commune in Bolshevik Mythology,” The English
Historical Review CXXIX, no. 541 (2014): 1412-1441, and “The Perils of Historical Analogy: Leon Trotsky on the
French Revolution,” Journal of the History of Ideas 48, no. 1 (1987): 73-98.

212 Mayakovsky, “Pervye kommunary,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii vol. 8, 57.

213 Mayakovsky, “Pervye kommunary,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii vol. 8, 57.
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in a Soviet skazanie (‘legend’ or ‘folk tale’) is misguided at best, regardless of the ambiguous
status of such folkloric texts in the 1920s.24 In a more figurative sense, Kolchak implies that he is
not fit to be the hero in texts bearing the epic or legendary quality of the skazanie,?*® even though
that comes with the implication that he feels that he ought to be (the epitaph is, after all, the reader’s
introduction to Kolchak in the text, and he describes himself as ‘cursed’ and ‘forgotten’ in his
second sentence about himself). Self-definition as ‘cursed and forgotten’ allows self-
aggrandizement to accompany self-pity.

Like in poetry, when Kolchak appears in Soviet prose works of the 1920s, including those
that depict the Civil War on an epic scale, he appears as a villain. Svetlana Sheshunova notes that
Kolchak, his government, and his military forces play a prominent role in one of the foundational
prose texts of the new Soviet literature, Dmitry Furmanov’s 1923 novel Chapaev, and a more
peripheral role in another formative text, Aleksander Fadeev’s Razgrom (The Rout). These
portrayals, of course, are negative. Sheshunova locates an alternative interpretation of Kolchak in
essayistic prose written in the 1920s by émigré authors Ivan Bunin, Aleksander Kuprin, and lvan

Shmelyov. These authors, all of whom were far from positively disposed to Bolshevism, showed

214 Ziolkowski characterizes the situation in the late 1920s as follows: “The almost frenzied collecting activity [of folk
tales and other types of popular stories — ZR] in the second half of the 1920s to some extent masked a situation marked
by ambiguity, confusion, and vulnerability. The heirs apparent to the success of the revolution were after all members
of the Russian working class, not the peasantry. Peasants and peasant culture were suspect, potential harborers of
backward, if not downright subversive, attitudes who appeared to be in dire need of education, political enlightenment,
and social transformation. Some radical Soviet intellectuals and others engaged in combating the negative features of
life in the countryside considered folklore useless or even dangerous.” Margaret Ziolkowski, Soviet Heroic Poetry:
Folklore or Fakelore (Newark: University of Delaware Press, 2013), 80-81.

215 The above-mentioned “Lullaby” mentions a genre etymologically linked to, if still quite distinct from, the epic tale:
the fairy tale (skazanie and skazka, respectively). The song describes, somewhat fancifully, how Kolchak’s living
conditions took a turn for the better («Cam 3axun Komnuak, kak B ckaske» [Kolchak himself began to live like in a fairy
tale]) at the expense of the Siberian people («ITo ero yxa3y 6aums / ['pabumu B kpato» [On his order bands / plundered
in region]) after he declared himself ruler («oGbsBHICS HAPEY).
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Kolchak in tragic or ironic — but not heroic — light.?'® In short, Kolchak’s self-designation as
“cursed in songs, forgotten in skazaniia” is certainly based in fact, but contorted to the demands
of his portrayal in the poema as hyper-conscious, powerless, and unfairly vilified.

The pathetic rhetoric of Kolchak’s epitaph contrasts strongly with his tone as recorded in
the Dopros. In the epigraphs to Kolchak’s epitaph, Aseev cites sections of Dopros that pertain to
Kolchak’s frustrated aspirations to continue polar exploration, but not Kolchak’s military or
political career. However, Kolchak’s epitaph culminates in evocation of one dramatic event from
his military past, and comparison of his statements to the military tribunal in Irkutsk highlights the
divergent tone of the epitaph. By the end of the First World War, Kolchak held the rank of vice-
admiral as commander of the Black Sea Fleet. After instructing his loyal officers to surrender their
arms, Kolchak refused to surrender his own as he relinquished command of the Fleet to the Soviet
of Soldiers’ and Sailors’ Deputies in early June 1917.2Y” On 26 January 1921, Kolchak narrated
this moment to the military tribunal as follows:

...1 CKasajl, 4yTo BOOOIIE KaKoi Obl TO HU ObUIO KOHTP-PEBOJIIOLIMM HE CYLIECTBYET B

MPUPO/IE, TOTOMY YTO COI03 OQHUIIEPOB CYIIECTBYET COBEPIIICHHO OTKPHITO, OH MHE JINYHO

HU3BCCTCH, 4 3HAKO BCC €ro AflIa, A ObI caM He J0IYCTHUII B TAKOC BPEMA KaKUC OBl TO HU

OBbLTO BBICTYIUICHUS, TOTOMY YTO OHU IPUOIM3MiIH OBl HAC K MoNTHeH el rubenu. S ykazan

UM, YTO MBI — cTapiiue opuiepsl — ObUIM JIOSJIBHBI B OTHOIICHUHM K MPaBUTEILCTBY,

HCIIOJIHAJTIM BCC CT0 IPpUKa3aHus, 4TO, CJICAOBATCILHO, BOIIPOC O KaKOI\/'I-HI/I6y,Z[B KOHTp-

PEBOJIIOOMH HUKOrJa HE IMTOJHUMAJICA. 3areM g CKazall, UYTO MOr'y pacCMaTpuBaTh 3TO, KaK

OCKOpOJICHHE, KOTOPOE HAHOCHUTCS MPEXKJIE BCETO MHE, KaK CTapiieMy 13 opHuIepoB, 3/1eCh

Haxoadamuxcsa, 4To € 3TOro MOMECHTA 1 KOMaHA0OBAaTh 0OJIbIIIE HE JKETAI0 U ceifuac 00 I TOM

Tenerpagupyo MpaBUTEILCTBY. 3aTeM 5 B3sUI CBOKO cadiito U Opocuit ee B Boay. S cTosn

OKOJIO Tpara M yuies BHU3.218

...I said that no counterrevolution of any sort exists naturally, because the union of officers
exists absolutely openly, | know it personally, | know all its affairs, I myself would not

216 Sheshunova, “Obraz Admirala Kolchaka v khudozhestvennoi literature,” published in two parts in Posev, no. 9
(September 2004): 28-31, and no. 11 (November 2004): 45-48.

217 There appears to be some disagreement regarding the precise date of this episode.

218 protokoly doprosa Kolchaka, 78.
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allow whatever sort of speeches these were at such a time, because they would have brought
us closer to utter ruin. I showed them that we — the senior officers — were loyal to the
government, that we carried out all its orders, that, consequently, the question of any sort
of counterrevolution never arose. Then | said that | can consider this an insult that is
directed first and foremost at me, as the most senior of the officers located here, that from
this moment I no longer wish to command and will now telegraph the government about
it. Then | took my saber and threw it into the water. | had been standing near the gangway
and went below.

Kolchak in this speech is direct, candid, and unrepentant. He relates the event without suggestion
that he may have made the wrong choice or acted against his own or his country’s interests — on
the contrary, he claims that he would have forbidden speeches on the grounds that “they would
have brought us closer to the most complete ruin,”?*® suggesting that this ruin did, indeed, arrive.
He also speaks of personal insult in a decidedly un-Soviet way: not only is the idea of mutiny
among the sailors insulting, but it insulting to him in particular as an individual charged with
command of them.??® When preserving his place on top of the hierarchical relationship to the
proletarian sailors becomes impossible, Kolchak displays sentiments that maintain a dictatorship
of the individual and dismiss a dictatorship of the masses.

This precise moment concludes Kolchak’s epitaph as a culminating symbolic gesture to his
past errors, with a tone shot through with regret. Kolchak laments:

[IpoTtuB Hapoxaa / 6e3MepHOCTHIO MAryo

000pOTHUBIIIEMY OCTpHE,

ecnu 0 MHE / CHOBa / CJIOMaB CBOIO IIITIary,

B UepHoe Mope / GpocuTts ee!??

Against the people [narod] with boundless perdition,
having turned my blade,

219 The Provisional Government, to which Kolchak remained loyal, established freedom of speech in its declaration
of 3 March 1917 (O.S.), extending it and political freedom to persons serving in the armed forces “to the extent
permissible by military-technical circumstances.”

220 In this I cannot help but recall the ‘significant personage’ of Gogol’s “The Overcoat.”

221 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 335.
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if only I could again, having broken my sword,
throw it into the Black Sea!

In contrast to most of the preceding lines, these lines use an impersonal dative construction (in
which, however, Kolchak remains the semantic subject). He would relinquish power if given the
chance to relive this moment, with the added suggestion that Bolshevik power is what the people
wanted — he acted against the narod.??? Describing Kolchak’s actions in June 1917, Smele writes
that “this dramatic gesture was undoubtedly an expression of wounded pride,”??% an interpretation
evident in Kolchak’s evocation of personal offense. Aseev’s version transposes the emotional tenor
of the moment into a remorseful key. The suggestion to break his sword, a detail not mentioned
Kolchak’s account quoted above, and throw it into the Black Sea here evokes the ceremonial
removal of noble titles in Imperial Russia. Kolchak acts not out of defiance of the revolting sailors,
but as if he could have become one of the narod against which he turned his blade. Becoming one
of the narod, though, is an implausible proposition. Sheila Fitzpatrick summarizes Bolshevik
methods of determining class status via genealogy and activities before and after the Revolution
with the credo of “once a bourgeois, always a bourgeois.”??* For a person of Kolchak’s pre-
revolutionary credentials, downward mobility from the imperialist bourgeoisie to a more
acceptable class status would be all but impossible. In this closing statement, Kolchak’s wishful

thinking illustrates once again his alienation from real life. As with the rest of Kolchak’s epitaph,

222 Kolchak’s phrase “against the people” has a Soviet-ese ring to it for good reason. Boris Kolonitskii notes usages
of the term “enemy of the people” as early as 1917. See Kolonitskii, “Antiburzhuaznaia propaganda i ‘antiburzuaznoe’
soznanie,” in V. Cherniaev et al, eds., Anatomiia Revoliutsii: massy, partiia, vlast' (Saint Petersburg: Glagol, 1994).

223 Smele, Civil war in Siberia, 68.

224 Fitzpatrick, Tear off the Masks, 59-60. Applying Fitzpatrick’s analysis of Bolshevik determinations of class in the
NEP era, Kolchak was also condemnable as one of the byvshie (previous ones), or “the old bourgeoisie, [who were]
assumed to be potential allies of the Russian and foreign capitalists abroad” (Fitzpatrick, Tear off the Masks, 57).
Given Bolshevik fears of a ‘capitalist revanche’ in the NEP era and Kolchak’s actual connections with foreign
governments and militaries even before 1917, he was almost certainly doomed from the start.



83

historical fact collides and fuses with ascription of unachievable dreams to Kolchak, with the end
of confirming the villain as alien.

In terms of the siuzhet, Kolchak’s final appearance in the poema occurs in the second part
of its final chapter. Here Kolchak stands silent before the military tribunal. The scene that opens
this part is worth quoting at length.

BuckoB cepebps / BHE3aIHYIO IIpocepb, 2
crosut u cteul / Komvak Ha gompoce.

On HHUKOr1a / He 3HAII U HE BE€aall

Y HE BCTpEYaJICs / IUIIOM K JTUILY

C TeM, / KTO BBIpBAJI / HaJ HAM MO0y

U3 PYK XOJICHBIX / B Tae)KHOM JIecy.

OH HuKorza / He 3HaJI U He IMOHMAIL,
BEXKJIMBO CACPIKaH, / M3SIIHO JIYKaB,

yTo / He AHrus / u He SImoHus —
[TpOCKaKOB / IEeprKall €ro *u3Hb / B pyKax.?2s
With sudden grey of temples turning silver,
Kolchak stood and froze at interrogation.

He never had the faintest idea

and never met face to face

the one who seized victory over him

from his pampered hands in the taiga forest.
He never knew or understood,

politely restrained, artfully cunning,

that it was not England and not Japan

who held his life in his hands, but Proskakov.

The narrator makes an important correction to Kolchak’s earlier implication that foreign powers
led him astray: Proskakov, and by extension the Soviet people, were in control all along. Kolchak’s
alien consciousness has fatally misunderstood the course of history: a condition underscored by
the repetition of verbs related to knowledge and knowing (3uats, Benats, nonsts) and contrasted

with the figurative description of Proskakov’s action («aepskait ero )Ku3Hb B pyKax»).

225 This reference to Kolchak’s grey hair provides an opportunity to mention that Kolchak and Proskakov were almost
the same age: Kolchak was born in 1874, and Proskakov in 1877 (according to Maziukov, “Geroi poemy,” 96).

226 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 362-363.
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Returning to Laursen’s arguments about the symbolic defeat of villains in literature of the
1920s through the limiting of their voices, it is worth noting that Kolchak is silent throughout this
scene. The final eight lines accomplish his ultimate fate while emphasizing Proskakov’s symbolic
role as stand-in for the Soviet people:

W, nuib BeICTYIIAB / MPUTOBOP CMEPTHBIM,
XKH3Hb / IepeOpaBIy / B OCIEAHUN pa3,
BCIIOMHHMJI X OH / O CUJIC HECMETHOM,
TSKKOM CHJIE€ / BOCCTABILIMX MAcCC.
BCHOMHI/IJ'I, /yBI/II[eB / ABIMOK Ha KOCTPE,
MHUPHO KYpHBILEMCS / YTPOM MACTYIIBHM..
U pazopBai / TUIIIMHY paccTpen
5XOM pacnapbiBaroimm / u pactyium!.. 22’

And, having just heard the sentence of death,

having gone through his life for the last time,

he remembered also a strength incalculable,

the terrible strength of the insurrecting masses.

He remembered, having seen the smoke of the fire,
peacefully smoking like a (in the?) pastoral morning...
And the silence was rent by a salvo

with an echo ripping and rising!..

Compared to the length at which Kolchak speaks in his epitaph (more than Proskakov by several
lines), his trial and execution occupy relatively little space in the poema. There are several mutually
compatible possible explanations for this. First, the reader certainly would be aware that Kolchak
was by now a long-defeated enemy. Second, his silence at trial is a symbolic defeat and an
opportunity to emphasize once again the relationship between Proskakov and the masses. Third,
although it is not clear whether Aseev knew about how the execution was conducted, this moment
aligns well with the historical record. The head investigator Popov recalled Kolchak as “entirely
dignified” during the interrogation (unlike other members of Kolchak’s government, in whom

Popov observed cowardice and attempts to shift the blame to others, and uncharacteristic for the

221 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 363.
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ordinarily short-fused Kolchak).??2 On the basis of accounts by the Chekists present at the scene,
Smele reports that even at execution “Kolchak, having refused a blindfold, stood calm and erect,”
unlike Kolchak’s Prime Minister Viktor Pepeliaev, who “had to be dragged into place,” and who
is absent from Aseev’s narrative.?? If Aseev knew of the circumstances of the execution, then his
account in the poema is fairly accurate; if not, then this may be a case of invention coinciding with
reality, but it nevertheless is a coincidence that underscores the alignment of Kolchak with a
literary type.

Finally, the military tribunal creates sonic juxtaposition: Kolchak’s silent thought contrasts
with the loud, sudden noise of the gunshots that kill him. Their description, it should be noted,
contains two present active participles: rasparyvaiushchim and rastushchim. This is the least
common type of participle in Kolchak’s epitaph; in fact, the two present active participles in his
epitaph apply to other people; all the participles he uses to describe himself are past (whether active
or passive). In this description of Kolchak, three past-tense verbal adverbs times (vyslushav,
perebravshi, uvidev) underscore for a final time Kolchak’s orientation towards the past while
keeping focus on him in the narrative.

Contrasting sounds continue after the execution. With an ellipsis indicating a change of
scene, an unspecified speaker speaks of similar future victories:

«Kak npkyrtckas / ueka

Pa3smensna / Komuaka,

Tax 1 npouunx / BBUIOBUM

cBuzieTbesa ¢ KopHUIOBEIM. . . »230

Like the Irkutsk cheka

228 Smele, Civil war in Siberia, 664.
229 Smele, Civil war in Siberia, 665. Smele also reports that there were two volleys, not one.
230 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 363. Unlike previous dialogues, here speech is marked

conventionally. Mil'kov writes that in these lines “the melody of Siberian chastushka is heard.” (Mil'kov, Nikolai
Aseev: literaturnyi portret, 100).
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Exchanged for Kolchak,
That is how we will catch the others
to meet up with Kornilov...

The narrator then delivers his final emotional address to Proskakov, replete with rhetorical
questions and exclamations:

...Bcé€ nmepexuB / u Bc€ mobeuB,

¢ npouutsiM / Oyayiee ciauyas,
BCTaHb, / [Ipockakos, / 1 00Ben
3eMJIIO / BBILIBETILIMMHU OYaMH.

Kak He y3HaTh ee, / Kak He MOHATH?!
Pa3Be Tebe / 3Ta mams He3HaKoMa?
PasBe He ThI / BCKOYMJI HAa KOHS,

Ha 60EBOro KOHsI BOEGHKOMa?

Pa3Be He T / B 00€BBIX psigax
Iogunmaerns / AULO CBOE,

Y TIOJ1 MapuI MOH / UelIb CIoja,

Y Ha CTPOUYKAX MOMX Hoes [ ...]%%

...Having lived through all and conquered all,
comparing the future with the past,

arise, Proskakov, and look around

the land with faded eyes.

How could you not recognize it, how could you not understand?
Is this expanse truly unknown to you?

Was it not you that jumped onto that steed,
the warhorse of the war commissar?

Is it not you in the military ranks,

that raises his face,

and to the tune of my march comes here,

and in my little lines sings...

A partisan song, which appears to be Aseev’s invention, follows. More important to present
discussion is the narrator’s third rhetorical question, “Was it not you that jumped onto that steed,
/ the warhorse of the war commissar?”, which recalls Proskakov’s role in the capture of Kolchak.

Although the narrative of the poema answers the question affirmatively, examination of

231 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 364. An issue not fully explored here is the ways in which
Proskakov might himself be a poet-like figure: here, for example, the call for him to arise seems to echo the call of
God to the poet in Pushkin’s “The Prophet” (“Prorok™).
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Proskakov’s reminiscences has shown that he most likely did not participate in the capture;
therefore, the historical answer to the question is negative. Here, as seen in the partisans’ song
mentioned in analysis of Proskakov, the narrative hints at its own inventiveness.

In conclusion, Kolchak appears in Semyon Proskakov as a disempowered and repentant
enemy from the past who has, from the reader’s perspective in 1927, already been thoroughly
neutralized. He is the alien, in Laursen’s terms, who is conscious of his misalignment with the
course of history but can do nothing to correct it. The capture and defeat of Kolchak entails a
military triumph in the Civil War, but also a symbolic triumph of the balanced psyche over a hyper-
consciousness that thinks about history (including biography) only in terms of a self that could not
abandon the past and come into step with historic change.

Even as Aseev drew on historical materials for his depiction of Kolchak in Semyon
Proskakov, he transposes them into a key appropriate for the alien, hyper-conscious intellectual
type that Kolchak represents, while also incorporating significant details from public perception
of Kolchak. Similar practices of representation appear in the depiction of Ataman Boris Annenkov
in Semyon Proskakov, with the opposite effect of highlighting the beastly nature of one perpetrator
of the White Terror in Siberia that had remained at large and in hiding — that is, still figured as a
potential threat — until the summer of 1927. The next section examines the role of Annenkov in
Semyon Proskakov in light of his status in the public eye in 1927 and the role of the narrator in

guiding reader reception of the beast.

The Unabashed Beast: Annenkov
The first chapter after the introductory “Two Epitaphs,” of which the speech by Admiral Kolchak

analyzed above comprises the second, is titled “The Black Ataman,” and depicts the military
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tribunal of Boris Annenkov in July-August 1927. In terms of the chronology of the narrative and
the interrelation of characters, the chapter seems incongruous with the remaining text. Proskakov
does not mention Annenkov in his reminiscences.?3? In Aseev’s text, Proskakov never encounters
Annenkov directly; the above analysis of the encounter that brings him closest to Annenkov,
observation of carousing White officers, has noted difficulties that the average reader may have in
identifying these troops specifically as under the command of Annenkov. Annenkov himself does
not appear in the other chapters, nor do any events that could be definitively ascribed to
annenkovshchina.

This apparent disconnect between “The Black Ataman” and the rest of Semyon Proskakov
can be partially explained by its publication history. It is not clear whether Aseev wrote “The Black
Ataman” specifically for inclusion in Semyon Proskakov. “The Black Ataman” was first published
in the September 1927 issue of the journal Oktiabr' with the subheading ‘Poema’;?% that is, the
text was presented as a stand-alone work. It is significant to note that by September 1927 Aseev
had already published other sections from Semyon Proskakov with clear indications of their status
as excerpts from a larger work.?3*

Nonetheless, reasons to depict Annenkov at trial appear when one views the chapter in
terms of current events in 1927, the strivings of Soviet authors in the 1920s to create unambiguous
villains, and Aseev’s penchant for writing poetic responses to current events. The military tribunal

that tried and ultimately sentenced Annenkov to death received coverage in Pravda from 24 May

232 As referenced above, Proskakov’s partisan division at one point moved toward Semipalatinsk, Annenkov’s base of
operations for much of the Civil War, but Proskakov does not mention Annenkov by name.

233 This version lacked the epigraph that will be discussed in this section.

234 These sections include “Partisans,” published in Novyi Lef 7 (1927) with the heading title and subtitle of the
complete work and with a leading designation as “From a poema” (1z poemy), and “Two Epitaphs,” published in the
ninth issue of Krasnaia nov' for 1927 (and not the tenth issue as reported in the notes to Aseev’s Biblioteka poeta:
bol'shaia seriia) with the heading title and subtitle, but no other designations.
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to 2 August 1927, and in lzvestiia from 15 July to 13 August 1927; at times, the proceedings of
the trial were literally front-page news. Aseev’s depiction of the military tribunal may be
considered an attempt to convince his reader of Annenkov’s guilt and the justice of his death
sentence — that is, an attempt to delegitimize a Soviet enemy in public opinion.?%

There is no question as to whether Annenkov achieved the notoriety of Kolchak during the
Civil War. Newspaper coverage of the trial in 1927 tended to assume that the general public was
not familiar with him or his misdeeds. The basis for this assumption might have less to do with
Annenkov’s persona than it does with limited access to information about Siberian conflicts during
the Civil War. It is also not clear what Aseev knew of Annenkov before 1927.2% Annenkov’s name
appears rarely in Pravda for the period 1917-1922, and only once in Izvestiia,?®” in an article of 25
October 1918 titled “Siberian Affairs: Report of an Eyewitness.” The article, signed with the
initials L.N., reports on the Red “rebellion” (bunt) of peasants in the area of Slavgorod, to which
Annenkov was sent with the “specific order to crush the rebellion by any means.” Annenkov
succeeded in this task: “first the Red Guards captured during the ‘offensive’ (original quotation

marks) were executed. They were executed on the spot, near the city, before the very eyes of the

235 Because Annenkov was at least nominally subordinate to Kolchak, delegitimizing Annenkov could delegitimize
Kolchak by association. The first two articles on the case in Pravda, published 24 and 25 May 1927, even bore the
heading “The Case of the Kolchak Generals Annenkov and Denisov” (“Delo kolchakovskikh generalov Annenkova i
Denisova”). Most subsequent articles, including those in Izvestiia, bore the heading “The Case of General Annenkov”
(“Delo generala Annenkova™), occasionally without his title.

2% As far as | can tell, during the Civil War Annenkov never approached Vladivostok or Chita; I have found no
evidence of Aseev’s knowledge of him before 1927. Aseev mentions Annenkov in his poem “Boevaia trevoga,” which
was published in issue 6 of Novyi Lef for 1927.

237 Issues of Pravda for 1919 are not fully digitized; in those which are available, Annenkov’s name does not appear.
An article in Pravda on the Civil War in Kazakhstan appeared on 17 January 1919 with the title “Victims of the White
terror in Siberia,” and is cited in Grazhdanskaia voina v Kazakhstane: letopis' sobytii. It does not mention Annenkov
by name, but the “brutal reprisals of White Guards with the population of the Semipalatinsk region, mass arrests of
supporters of Soviet power, inhuman interaction with the arrested, execution of Soviet commanders taken captive”
sound very much like Annenkov’s doing (A.S. Elagin, comp., Grazhdanskaia voina v Kazakhstane: letopis' sobytii
[Alma-Ata: Nauka, 1974],122).
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everyday citizens (obyvateli) of Slavgorod.” The report continues to describe execution by single
bullets followed by a strike with a saber that left some victims only mortally wounded. L.N.
reported that Annenkov promised to kill 200 people for every dead White officer, adding that the
total may have reached as many as 700 executions. The article ends on the grim note that Annenkov
may indeed have fulfilled his promise.

This account from the Civil War years of Annenkov’s activities describes some of many
acts of violence that Annenkov wrought on Siberia and northern Kazakhstan throughout his
campaigns. Newspaper coverage of the 1927 military tribunal, which also tried Annenkov’s chief
of staff (nachal'nik shtaba) Major General Nikolai Denisov,® retold the story of Slavgorod,
informed the Soviet public about other violence perpetrated by Annenkov and his men against the
people of southern Siberia and Kazakhstan, his subsequent escape to China, and attempts by
Western agents to involve him in organization of an anti-Bolshevik counterrevolution there. On
16 June 1927, shortly after Annenkov’s arrest, Pravda published an article indicatively titled “Who
is Annenkov” that enumerated Annenkov’s counterrevolutionary history, including graphic
descriptions of executions, looting, and destruction. An article in the 15 July issue of Izvestiia
emphasized Annenkov’s lawlessness, noting that:

Despite the end of the [first world] war, despite the order to demobilize the troops,

especially the Cossacks, Annenkov retained his detachment intact and headed from the

front to Siberia... Annenkov also did not subordinate himself to the order of the Omsk

Soviet of Cossacks’ Deputies on the immediate disarmament of the detachment. As a result,
the Omsk Soviet declared Annenkov outside the law...

238 Coverage of the trial devoted limited attention to Denisov. According to coverage of the trial in lzvestiia from 9
August 1927, mere days before Annenkov and Denisov were sentenced, includes Denisov’s argument that as the chief
of staff, he did not see or know of many of Annenkov’s terrors; instead, Denisov claimed that he “was a little person
that primarily engaged in clerical work, practically did not get mixed up in operational matters,” including
counterintelligence and punitive operations. According to this article, Annenkov himself repudiated these claims.
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Coverage of the first day of the trial, published in the 26 July 1927 issue of lzvestiia, reported a
packed courtroom and hundreds of witnesses volunteering to testify against Annenkov. According
to the 29 July report in Izvestiia, the total number of testifying witnesses surpassed one hundred.
Rehearsing the history of Annenkov’s involvement in the Civil War, the article of 26 July
concludes that “the despotism (proizvol) and beastliness (zverstva) [of Annenkov and his men]
knew no limits.” Other coverage went further still. Describing Annenkov and his divisions in
Semipalatinsk, the 16 July article “Who is Annenkov” reported that “the outrages (bezobraziia),
excesses (beschinstva), bloody carnage (krovavaia rasprava) of Annenkov’s partisans were so
astounding that even in Kolchak’s headquarters it was considered that Annenkov’s forces amount
to a wild gang of thugs (dikii sbrod).”

These and other articles practically declared Annenkov guilty from the outset; however,
the newspapers also published quotations that could suggest a dramatic change in Annenkov’s
opinion of the Bolshevik state. Annenkov downplayed his involvement in counter-revolutionary
efforts while he was hiding in China. The article “10 let kontrrevoliutsii” (“10 Years of Counter-
revolution™), published in issue 24 of Ogonek for 1927 and cited by Aseev as the epigraph to the
chapter, reports the following exchange between Annenkov and the criminal investigator D.I.
Matron:

— Yro 3acraBuio Bac Bo3BpaTtuThcs B CCCP? — cripammBaro AHHEHKOBA.

— Y06enuicss B TOM, — OTBEYaeT AHHEHKOB, — YTO HHKakas OOpbOa NMPOTUB COBETCKOM

BJIaCTM HCMBICIIMMAa MW HC HYXKHA. CoBerckas BIIACTh I{GﬁCTBHTGJ’IBHO BO3pOXOACT

Pa3pyHICHHYHO Poccuro u IIpH IOAACPIKKE BCCTO HApPOZa CO3AaCT roCya1apCTBO.

“What made you return to the USSR?” I ask Annenkov.

“I became convinced,” Annenkov answers, “that any struggle against Soviet power is

inconceivable and unnecessary. Soviet power in truth is regenerating decimated Russia and
with the support of the whole people is creating the state.”
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Annenkov also attempted to exculpate himself more directly from accusations of involvement in
foreign plots against the Soviet state. When questioned on his involvement, he said:

Bce nHaxonsamuecs B Kutae Oenble SMUTpaHTCKUE OpraHU3AlMK, — OTBEYaeT AHHEHKOB, —
PYKOBOISTCS MHOCTPAHIIAMHU |, TJIaBHBIM 00pa3oM, aHTJIMYaHaMH, Ha CPEJICTBA KOTOPHIX
U coaepxarca. beuto Obl OMIMOOYHO MyMaTh, YTO aHTJIMYAHE COYYBCTBEHHO OTHOCSTCS K
PYCCKOM 3MUTpalluy. AHITIMYAHE U JIpyrHe — [NIyOOKO Mpe3uparoT PyCCKUX SMUTPAHTOB,
MOTEPSIBIITUX CBOIO POJMHY, HO aHTJIMYAaHE XOPOIIIO YUUTHIBAIOT TO, YTO ATUX SMUTPAHTOB
JIETKO DKCIUIOATUPOBATh [SIC], Kak pabouyro CHiy Ha CBOMX 3aBonax B Kutae u, B BHIY
6G3BI)IXOI[HOFO ITOJIOKCHUA, BMHFpaHTOB JICTYC BCCIO HUCITOJIB30BLIBATH B OHpCIIeJIeHHBIX
HOJIMTUYECKUX 1IETIX. MEHS TOXE XOTEIH UCII0Ib30BaTh. %

All White émigré organizations in China, Annenkov replies, are directed by foreigners, and
mainly the English, on whose means they support themselves. It would be a mistake to
think that the English regard the Russian emigration sympathetically. The English and
others — they deeply despise Russian emigrants, who have lost their homeland, but the
English well account for the fact that these emigrants are easy to exploit as a labor force in
their factories in China and, in light of their desperate condition, that it is easiest to use
emigrants for certain political goals. They wanted to use me too.

As the tribunal approached its conclusion, coverage published in Pravda on 13 August included
the following statement by Annenkov:

Korma s BosBpamancs B Coserckuii Corwo3, TO Aymall, YTO NPABUTENBCTBO JAaCT MHE
BO3MOXKHOCTb BEpHOI1 CiTy»00H 3arnaauTth cBoo BUHY. [locne pedeil oOBUHUTENEH B 3TOM
CyJi€ 51 IOHsUI, YTO sl HE HY’KEH COBETCKOM BIacTH, YTO MHE HE MOKET ObITh IpoleHus. Ho
sl UIMEIO MPaBO CKa3aTh, 4TO 51, AHHEHKOB, CO3HAJI CBOM NPECTYILJIEHMS], s1 UMEJ MYXECTBO
MPEJCTaTh MEPE] COBETCKUM CYAO0M. S yX0XKy U3 3TOU )KU3HH PACKASBIIUCH, CO CHATHIM C
MEHsI U MOel (paMUIINH TPOKIISITHEM.

When | was returning to the Soviet Union, | thought that the government would give me
the chance to smooth over my guilt with faithful service. After the speeches of the accusers
in this trial I have understood that Soviet power does not need me, that no pardon is possible
for me. But | have the right to say that I, Annenkov, have acknowledged my crimes and
had the courage to stand before a Soviet court. | leave this life having repented, with the
curse removed from me and my name.

Whether or not this statement may be taken as sincere, it reads like an attempt to gain the sympathy
and leniency of the court. Reporting on the rendering of the verdict in its 13 August issue, Izvestiia

coverage included arguments from lawyers for the defense Boretsky and Tsvetkov that the

239 D.I. Matron, “10 let kontrrevoliutsii,” Ogonek, no. 24 (1927): 10.
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sentence be lessened in light of “the political ignorance (politicheskaia bezgramotnost’) of the
accused, the absence of mercenary interests, [their] repentance and voluntary return.”?*® These
arguments were unsuccessful. In its article of 13 August 1927, Izvestiia announced that Annenkov
and Denisov were sentenced to “the supreme measure of social defense” (vysshaia mera sotsial'noi
zashchity) — death by firing squad.

That charges against Annenkov were summarized as zverstva (atrocities, with the root
zver', ‘beast’) and his status as the ‘beastly’ villain in the text are, of course, a coincidence of
terminology. Nonetheless, the text of “The Black Ataman” makes concerted efforts to vilify
Annenkov as a beastly figure, beginning with the epigraph to the chapter. The passage, cited from
the article “10 Years of Counterrevolution,” establishes an initial characterization of Annenkov
for the poema:

CopaTHHMKH €ro 3HaIT KakK 4eJIOBEKa, He KypUBIIETO M HE MOTPEOJSBLIETO CIHPTHBIX

HAIMTKOB, HO MHOT'O YHUYTOXaB1Iero KoHpeT. OH He uMeIN apy3ei, uyKaancs U )KeHIUH

— OH xomnoct. JlroOun mokaraTbCcs Ha aBTOMO6I/IJ'I€, JIF00UI 3a/IaBUTh KOIIKY, co6a1<y,

KypHiIly, 6apana. X0TeI0Ch 3a1aBUTh KaKOro-HUOY1b KUprusenka.?4!

His fellows-in-arms know him as a person who did not smoke and did not consume

alcoholic beverages, but who devoured candies. He had no friends, and he avoided women

— he was unmarried. He loved to ride in automobiles, to run over cats, dogs, chickens, and
rams. He wanted to run over a Kyrgyz child.

240 Other articles emphasized that Annenkov had no real understanding of politics or what he was fighting against; for
example, “Delo Annenkova,” Pravda, 28 July 1927; “Delo generala Annenkova,” lzvestiia, 29 July 1927. On the other
hand, an article in Pravda published 28 July 1927 reported that “Annenkov accepted the revolution as a replacement
of one tsar with another through the Constituent Assembly,” while an article in Izvestiia on the same day reported that
Annenkov claimed that in 1917 he was most sympathetic to the Socialist Revolutionary Party.

241 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 336. Aseev made a minor change to the original text from
Ogonek, omitting what could be a typographic error in the original, which reads: «CoparHuku ero 3Har0T AHHCHKOBA,
Kak gemoBeka...». As will be discussed later in this section, Annenkov’s name does not appear in the chapter until its
second part; Aseev’s modification to the original text therefore serves the purpose of withholding Annenkov’s name,
although his name is redundant with ‘ego’ in Matron’s article.

Two of the photos in this article (at least one of which had also appeared in newspapers) appear in the 1928
edition of Semyon Proskakov.



94

Like Smerdyakov of Dostoevsky’s Brothers Karamazov, Annenkov derives pleasure from the
torture of animals. Moreover, one implication of this reported speech is that Annenkov viewed
Central Asians as subhuman: the neologism kirgizenok belongs to the word-building paradigm for
infant animals (utka-utenok, tigr-tigrenok, etc.; that paradigm is applied to humans as rebenok-
rebiata, albeit with a shift in meaning). Even before his name is said, Annenkov is characterized
in the cited historical material as a cruel and impulsive individualist, a beast.

Laursen argues that in the 1920s, Soviet authors grappled with the concern that their literary
villains may appeal to their readership as models for self-identification and emulation. One tactic
to minimize this threat was to limit the speech of villains. Laursen conceptualizes this limitation
as quarantine: the voices of villains are not eradicated, but they are kept at a distance with
appropriate warnings to the audience of their danger.?*? In this way, the literary text may maintain
the conflict between hero and villain yet ensures that the imbalanced energies of the alien and the
beast cannot be taken for anything but the threat they pose to the orderly, balanced Soviet psyche.
Laursen analyzes Mayakovsky’s 1928 play The Bedbug (Klop) as an example of these attempts to
cleanse Soviet society of the ‘toxic’ influence of the beast: in it, Prisypkin ends up in a literal cage
in the zoo, with signs on the cage warning zoo-goers that his conduct and language are
inappropriate. Beyond the literal quarantine of Annenkov at military tribunal, his voice is
figuratively quarantined in Semyon Proskakov. In the absence of the hero Proskakov from the

section, the narrator provides a positive counter-model to Annenkov’s beastliness through ironic

242 Laursen views the shift to the ‘conflictless’ narratives of Socialist Realism as a means of resolving worries that the
reader may find a positive model in the beast despite this strategy. “This exaggeration of the negative qualities of the
villain continued in the hopes of removing any sympathetic response in the reader. And in some texts the villain was
removed entirely, which led to a charge of ‘conflictless’ (bezkonfliktnost') in the 1950s, when Andrey Sinyavsky
would assert that ‘there are books in which all the heroes are positive.” Laursen, Toxic Voices, 90.

Katerina Clark argues that the literature of the 1920s featured exaggerated villains that were often little more
than caricatures partially as a response to low reader interest. See Clark, “Little Heroes,” 202.



95

commentary that precedes and follows Annenkov’s speech and directs the reader’s interpretation
of Annenkov towards rejection of the beast’s pernicious words.

The narrator explicitly undermines the credibility of Annenkov’s voice before it is even
heard, and well before Annenkov’s name is given. Bringing the two elements of the epigraph
together — individualism and love of inflicting pain — the narrator warns the reader about
Annenkov: «On u xyiuk 1 acker» (“He is both a swindler and an ascetic”); «xu3Hb €My He0pOTa
— | cBost, uyxasn» (“Life for him is not precious — his own or others’”); «Ou — / He ¢ Hamu, / He ¢
uumy, // on —/ cam o cebe» (“He is not with us, not with them, // he is all alone™).?*® The narrator
then paints a villainous portrait of Annenkov:

OH KkpuBHT / YCMEIIIKOH POT

35101 / ¥ y3KHH,

oH Gaxpamurcs / u Bper.. .24

He twists his mouth to a sneer,

wicked and narrow,

he boasts and lies.
Following this prelude, it would be difficult for a reader, even one who knew nothing of the recent
trial or Annenkov’s activities in the Civil War, to respond sympathetically with anything
Annenkov might say afterward.

Such sympathy would in any case be difficult to muster. Confirming description of his

unchecked individualism, Annenkov declares his uniqueness: «5I — oco6sriil» (“I am special!”), in

243 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 336, 337.

244 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 337.

Later in this chapter, the narrator comments that Annenkov’s face is reminiscent of the faces in paintings by
Karl Briullov (1799-1852). I have not found any specific paintings, nor anything in Briullov’s rendering of faces
generally, that would explain this comparison.

No such physical description of Kolchak appears in the text. Its absence extends the contrast between the
alien and beast: Kolchak, the intelligent, has no body with which to signify his position; he is a man of words.
Annenkov, a man willing to act to fulfill his physical and visceral desires, is embodied by an evil look and a black
uniform.
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contrast with the insults he directs at the court: «Bce BbI, pBanb, aypaku...» (“You all are trash,
idiots...”).2* It is fitting for Annenkov, as the ‘special’ individualist, to homogenize his plural
audience (“you all,” emphasized further with vse) into a collective of idiots and grammatically
singular trash (rvan’). Even when not explicitly attacking — a risky move to say the least when on
trial for serious crimes — Annenkov’s use of the short and informal koi instead of kakoi suggests
both anger and lack of respect for the judges trying him along with the state they represent: «Koii
tam uept — / coumanusm! // Bee — espen!» (“What sort of devil is it — socialism? / All Jews!”).246
These attacks on the public contrast with Annenkov’s Christian beliefs:

Jlyumie / 60Ty IOMOJUCH

ITOCKOpEE:

0e3 uKoH, / 0e3 1amman,

MbI 3206114 / 0 HeM. .. %47

Best for you to pray to God

and make it snappy:

without icons, without oil lamps,

we have forgotten about Him...
Elsewhere in the section, the narrator recalls the time of annenkovshchina, remembering
specifically the exclamations of Annenkov’s soldiers of «C namu bor u araman» (“God and the
ataman are with us”), a phrase frequently evoked in coverage of the trial.?*® Furthermore,

Annenkov emphasizes Russianness as an inherently positive trait:

s, Mo, / pycckuid.
S ocranych / Takum

245 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 337.

248 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 338. In the original publication of “The Black Ataman”
in Oktiabr', Annenkov instead targets Karl Marx: «Mapxkc —xumroral», an even more aggressive and vulgar statement
than the «Bce — eBpen» Of the 1928 edition quoted above.

247 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 338.

248 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 340.
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Bek / 110 rpo6a.?*?

I, they say, am Russian.

And | will be

unto the grave.
Annenkov evokes the xenophobic Russocentrism seen in his attitude towards Central Asians in
the epigraph. In the anti-religious environment of the 1920s, the reader could certainly read
Annenkov’s emphasis on Orthodoxy in his conception of Russianness as outlandish,?% and the
narrator is quick to use irony to expose the inconsistency of Annenkov’s xenophobic statements:
«Ckonbko um noserero? / U Bce — pycckue!» (“How many have been hung by him? / And all
Russians!”).2%!

Ironic treatment of Annenkov continues in the second section of “The Black Ataman,”
which finally gives Annenkov’s name in dramatic fashion in its opening;:

He OysiHa / nbsiHEHBKOTO,

Ha Kapaykax / JIe3ymiero,

MBI CyIUM / AHHEHKOBA,

OKpyTa / BHIPE3aBIIEero.?>?

Not a drunken brawler

crawling on all fours,

we judge Annenkov,

who tore entire regions apart.
Although the narrator directly speaks of a drunkard who cannot stand, the phrase “crawling on all

fours” again evokes an animal. The opposition between a typical drunken brawler and Annenkov

further underscores the factual basis of the work: this is not a familiar type, but a real person. As

249 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 337.

250 QOr, at the very least, retrograde and out of alignment with the current attitude towards religion. One might even
argue that Annenkov evokes the line of thought summarized in the official doctrine “Orthodoxy, autocracy,
nationality” initiated under Nikolai | by Sergei Uvarov.

21 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 338.

252 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 338
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with the name Proskakov in Kolchak’s monologue, the narrator places Annenkov in the final
position in the line. It is fitting that this character, denounced in the first section as an individualist,
here is put in opposition with the first word in the line, ‘we,” which involves the narrator and the
reader alike in the court that tries Annenkov.

Further irony is evident when the narrator responds to the idea that Annenkov was a
descendent of the exiled Decembrist of the Southern Society Ivan Annenkov: «Bot on cugut — /
«1oTOMOK» nekabpucra...» (“Here he sits, / ‘descendent’ of a Decembrist...”).?% The notion of
kinship between the Ataman and the Decembrist was not Aseev’s invention: the fact that
Annenkov claimed this ancestry appeared in the coverage of the trial in Pravda and lzvestiia on
28 July 1927, and in the article by Matron.?* However, it is possible that even those readers who
were unfamiliar with these claims could wonder about a possible genealogical connection between
Boris Annenkov and his Decembrist namesake Ivan Annenkov. The reader might recognize the
surname Annenkov from a silent film titled The Decembrists (Dekabristy), written by Pavel
Shchegolev and featuring Boris Tamarin in the role of Decembrist Ivan Annenkov. Otherwise, the
reader might recall the surname from the centennial celebration of the Decembrist Uprising held
two years earlier in 1925. It is reasonable to think that Aseev would recognize the name for
precisely that reason.?®

In the 1920s, the Decembrist Uprising represented an ideologically ambiguous moment in

Russian history. Could the Decembrists be celebrated as revolutionaries, even if their motivations

253 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 339.
254 Matron, “10 let kontrrevoliutsii,” 10.

25 A document held at RGALI contains passages that Aseev copied from historian Mikhail Pokrovsky’s Ocherki po
istorii revoliutsionnogo dvizheniia v Rossii, first published in 1924 and republished in 1927. The file at RGALI is
dated to “not earlier than 1924”; Aseev may have been reading Pokrovsky’s work as research for his poems about the
Decembrists. (RGALI f. 28, op. 1, ed. khr. 104)
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were decidedly bourgeois??% It is not clear why Annenkov would make this claim at trial; the
Pravda article of 28 July mentions it in the context of Annenkov’s explanation of his childhood
and family history, adding that Annenkov was “raised in extreme monarchism.” One might
speculate that Annenkov mentioned this detail in the hopes that it would bolster his case. But
whether there could be a positive association between the Ataman and the Decembrist, the sarcastic
quotation marks ensure that even if there is a biological connection between the two Annenkovs,
this Annenkov cannot be pardoned on that basis.

The line “Here he sits — ‘descendent’ of a Decembrist...” repeats twice in the second
section of “The Black Ataman;” in both instances, the narrator then draws attention to the judges,
in whose eyes “the taiga glistens silver,” underscoring the painfulness of recollection in the image
of terror sweeping across the snowy taiga glistening as tears in the judge’s eyes. The first
appearance of this line leads to a flashback to “scarlet (alye) villages / in the white taiga,”?’ a
seeming reversal of the colors of the revolution (Reds and Whites) that evokes bloodshed in a pure
and innocent place. The narrator then conjures Annenkov’s men who, with the support of “God
and the ataman,” recount their atrocities towards women and children. The second instance leads
to the narrator’s final judgement on Annenkov:

Bor on / cugur —

«TIOTOMOK» JIeKaOpucTa.

B rnazax / y cyapu

Taiira / cepeOpurcs.

Kax / 3ayueHHBIX

CJIOB / HU LIEIA —

TPYIBI / 3aMy4E€HHBIX
B ria3ax / y Cy/apH.

2% | enin argued that the Decembrists represented a significant stage in Russian revolutionary history; historian
Mikhail Pokrovsky, on the other hand, regarded the Decembrists negatively. As suggested above, Aseev seems to
have followed Lenin’s line of thought on this question. On Soviet historiography about the Decembrist Uprising, see
John Gooding, “The Decembrists in the Soviet Union,” Soviet Studies 40, no. 2 (April 1988): 196-209; on celebration
of the centennial anniversary of the Decembrist Uprising, see Corney, Telling October, 132, 169.

357 «Anwle nepesnu / cpen Oenoit Taiiruy. Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 340.
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Ecnu © Ob1n oHM MHE / Opaths,

9TH JIFOAU-3BEPU,

sl CTpeNsuT Obl B HUX, / CJIOB HE TpaTs

u ciosaM / He Beps!28

Here he sits —

‘descendent’ of a Decembrist.

In the eyes of the judge

the taiga glistens silver.

No matter how you might strain rote words —

the corpses of the tortured

are in the eyes of the judge.

Even if they were brothers to me,

these human beasts,

| would open fire on them, not wasting words

and not believing words!
This second evocation of Annenkov’s possible Decembrist heritage puts an end to discussion of
ancestry as a redeeming factor. In fact, the narrator advances the opposite argument: even literal
brotherhood would not change the narrator’s judgement of Annenkov and those like him.
However, it is worth considering the identity of the “you” addressed in this passage: who might
“strain rote words” in Annenkov’s defense? One could read the apostrophe as strictly rhetorical,
however, readers inclined to defend Annenkov might understand these lines as addressed to them
directly. A third possibility reads these lines as addressed to Annenkov himself: recalling
Annenkov’s above-quoted statement at the military tribunal, it is his rote words that are empty and
unable to undo the damage he inflicted on Soviet Siberians.

Finally, these lines conclude the section by repeating the conditional voicing (esli by...)
employed by Kolchak in the final lines of his “epitaph.” Calling for legally enacted violence to

repay extreme unlawful violence that Meshkov refers to as “open journalistic commentary”

2% Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 341-342. The phrase «moau-38epu» evokes a similar
compound word, «3sepomoa» (“human beast™), used by Fyodor Gladkov to describe roving White and bands in and
around the town in Cement (Gladkov, Tsement, in Sobranie sochinenii v vos'mi tomakh, vol. 2 [Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1958], 172).
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(otkrytaia publitsistichnost'),?%° the narrator reuses Kolchak’s language to condone the execution
of Annenkov. Throughout “The Black Ataman,” the narrator not only guides the reader towards
the conclusion that Annenkov deserves the severe justice of his sentence, but also models the
balanced psyche with which the citizenry should deal with beastly threats: with appropriate degrees
of emotional outrage and conscious restraint. Despite his strong emotional response, the narrator
subordinates his desires for swift samosud-like justice to the Soviet judicial process. In other
words, the narrator models how to keep the spontaneity that overwhelms the ‘beast’ in check: with
poetic words that direct the reader’s interpretation of Annenkov towards the same conclusion

reached in the press and by the court.

Conclusion

The juxtaposition of Kolchak and Annenkov’s primary appearances in Semyon Proskakov in
adjacent chapters invites comparison of them. Both appear at military tribunal, and both deliver
extended monologues, the differing emotional tones of which determine the limitations imposed
by the narrator. Throughout his speech, Kolchak is repentant, passive, and disempowered. He
recognizes his guilt as an unchangeable fact of the past. Because of his adopted contrition, and
perhaps also because of the historical distance between him and the reader of 1927, he is allowed
to incriminate himself freely as the alien who cannot cross over to the right side of history. This
image corresponds with the ‘alien’ type even as it creates an image of Kolchak that reinterprets
the emotional tenor of historical and biographical events and deviates from the more vicious
portrayal of Kolchak in Soviet print of the time. By the same token, the sentencing and execution

of Kolchak are treated briefly. Annenkov, on the other hand, speaks with a visceral anger as an

259 Meshkov, Nikolai Aseev: tvorcheskaia individual'nost’, 160.
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enemy that until very recently represented a threat to the Soviet state (even if the chance that he
would ally himself with a foreign government to lead a counterrevolution was minimal). Such a
threat cannot be admitted to the text without limitations; in the absence of Proskakov himself, the
narrator imposes limitations on Annenkov’s voice, guiding the reader to a correct understanding
of Annenkov himself and the mechanisms by which to deal with such enemies. These narratives
at times veer away from the plot of the hero but exhibit the rightness of the hero through exposition
and delegitimization of two different types of villains.

For these similarities, though, the juxtaposition of these two speeches highlights important
differences between the two villains. Kolchak and Annenkov display opposing attitudes towards
language itself. Kolchak, the alien, transforms his deeds into words, specifically into participles,
which in turn integrate those events into his personal identity. Annenkov, the beast, cannot control
his words when backed into a figurative corner at trial, and shows no remorse for the deeds that
brought him there. In accordance with the paradigm of the ‘beast,” the audience should not only
be warned or kept away from him, but he should be put down to preclude any further negative
influence. The text’s differing treatment of its villains does not depend on the historical facts of
their ultimate fates: both Kolchak and Annenkov were tried and executed. Rather, the portrayals
of Kolchak and Annenkov both display the workings of literature of fact in the text: taking the
historical facts of their lives, actions, and characters, the text selects and accentuates those facts —
with the omission of others — that develop its literary villains within the boundaries of the
consciousness-spontaneity dynamic common to literary villains of the 1920s, even if some
depictions (like that of Kolchak) deviated in part from the common image of their historical

referents in Soviet culture of the late 1920s.
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In his “Reminiscences on Mayakovsky,” Aseev wrote that he and Mayakovsky “did not
really master the theory of literature of fact.”?%° Proskakov exemplifies the limits of Aseev’s
factographic practice. On the one hand, large sections of Proskakov’s reminiscences appear
throughout Semyon Proskakov as epigraphs; on the other hand, several key events of Proskakov’s
plot in the poema have no basis in the reminiscences. Moreover, several victories and defeats that
Proskakov details in his reminiscences either do not appear or are severed from their historical
chronology to dramatic and ideological effect. Thus, the dissolution of Proskakov’s unit presents
him with the opportunity to survive in the taiga, evade his White adversaries, and ultimately
participate in the capture of Kolchak; that the last of these events has no attestation in Proskakov’s
reminiscences, and that the first of them followed a victory that Aseev omits from his version of
Proskakov’s story, speaks to the selectivity of Aseev’s approach to factual material and the
permissibility of invention in a text that overtly claims its own factuality.

This chapter has argued also that Proskakov anticipates the paradigm of “little heroes” who
complete “big deeds” in the literature of the First Five-Year Plan. There is no mistaking Proskakov
for a larger-than-life figure in the model of Furmanov’s Chapaev. But regardless of Proskakov’s
status in comparison with other heroes of revolutionary literature, he successfully models a correct
balance between spontaneity and consciousness, and thus models a particular type of heroism
based not on individual achievement, but on correct alignment with the collective (and the
authority of the Bolshevik Party). In the end he is rewarded, both in the sense that his story is put
down in writing, and that in the text the “hundreds of Proskakovs” that perform similarly motivated
deeds return home victorious. Departure from the material of his reminiscences, whether in the

form of omission of key episodes or invention of supplementary biographical material, aggrandizes

260 Aseev, “Vospominaniia o Maiakovskom,” in Sobranie sochinenii vol. 5, 668.
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his achievements in the name of the Soviet cause even as the text emphasizes the typicality of his
persona. This emphasis, taken together with limited exposure of Proskakov’s personality and
internal psychology in the text, especially relative to emphasis on these elements in depiction of
Kolchak and Annenkov, and the confusion of his voice with that of the narrator in sections after
Proskakov’s epitaph, ultimately renders Proskakov in less vivid colors than the villains.

Historical material not only serves as the inspiration for Semyon Proskakov, but also
provides the basis for its plot. But this analysis shows that it would be an exaggeration to consider
Semyon Proskakov merely an experiment in the presentation of historical material or a faithful
account of the events and people it depicts. This examination of the combination of factual material
and literary technique in Semyon Proskakov calls uncritical acceptance of the work as factual into
question. It also speaks to why Lef editor and key theoretician of literature of fact Nikolai Chuzhak
viewed Semyon Proskakov as a “factual pathétique” (fakto-patetika): that is, an emotionally
charged display of historical events that are (or should be) meaningful for the audience.?%! In this
sense, another critic’s 1927 appraisal of the work as “high-style agitprop” (vysokaia agitka), of
which Aseev became a “qualified master” and thus rose to the level of a “contemporary of his own
epoch,” reveals more of the work’s function as a literary text, even if the term “agitprop” obscures
the historical and factual grounding of the poema.?6?

Semyon Proskakov employs strategies of characterization, exposition of small-scale

heroism and limitation of dangerous villainous voices, and a disjointed, non-chronological

21 Chuzhak, “Literatura zhiznestroeniia: istoricheskii probeg,” in Literatura fakta: Pervyi shornik materialov
rabotnikov Lefa, 62. Other works mentioned in this essay as exemplars for future production of literature of fact
include feuilletons by various authors, John Reed’s Ten Days that Shook the World, Vikentii Veresaev’s
“documentary-montage” (dokumental'no-montazh) study Pushkin v zhizni, the memoirs of Vera Figner and other
revolutionaries, Vladimir Arsen'ev’s travelogue V debriakh Ussiriiskogo kraia, and Viktor Shkolovsky’s memoir
Sentimental’noe puteshestvie, among others. It is notable that many works listed belong to genres traditionally
understood as non-fiction.

262 Innokenty Oksenov, untitled review of Semyon Proskakov, Zvezda, no. 12 (1927), 141.
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temporal structure to develop literary characters out of historical personages. These factors
underwrite fulfillment of the commemorative task of Semyon Proskakov for the tenth anniversary
of the October Revolution: with clearly rendered and threatening individual villains and a modest
collective hero, Semyon Proskakov presents the Soviet reader with one narrative of “how the East
was won””: a story of decisive victory, an end to physical and ideological dangers of the past, and
a heroic beginning for the right-minded Soviet hero. The poema concludes with the narrator
addressing the hero and the reader simultaneously (thus prompting the reader for a last time to
identify with the hero and not the villains), emphasizing the common victory that has been won:

D710 TeOe / eTh U IJIACATD,
pazoBaThCs / M BECETUTHCSI.
DTO TBOM / 3BOHKH r0JIoca,
SABCTBCHHELI B3OPbI / Hu JIu1a.
910 TebE / JKUTH U IBINIATH,
CKHHYB / co CUCTY BCAKOTIO,
KTO OCMEJIMTCS / TOMEIAaTh —
necHe u xusnu / [Ipockakopa.?®3

This is for you to sing and dance,

be joyful and happy.

This is your resonant voices,

distinctive gazes and faces.

This is for you to live and breathe,
Having dropped from the account anyone
who would dare to interfere

in the song and life of Proskakov.

The call for common celebration of Proskakov (and, by extension, all heroes of the Civil War, if
not more broadly still), bears a warning to those who might, like Kolchak and Annenkov, act
against the interests of the collective.

When depiction of factual people and events intersected with the need to “tell October,”

the resulting deployment of literary strategies of characterization and representation entailed

263 Aseev, Semen Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 365.
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deviation from the historical reality to be depicted. In Semyon Proskakov, the literature of fact of
Lef calls for the author to attend to factual material, which in turn provides a basis for narrative,
but Aseev’s ‘verse notes for materials on the history of the Civil War’ must be considered within

the parameters of widely observed literary norms of its historical moment.
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Chapter 3
Khorosho! Mayakovsky’s October?®*
In 1927 Vladimir Mayakovsky was entangled in debates about his own ideological and aesthetic
literary merit. Beyond animosity toward Futurism in general and Mayakovsky specifically, these
debates refracted broader issues of the development of Soviet culture and the role of the artist in it
as well as social and political questions. Referring most directly to the years 1917-1924, Maria
Zalambani identifies “the earliest years of the Soviet regime” as a “period of ferment, when the
pursuit of a new revolutionary aesthetic was under way.” In the proliferation of aesthetic
manifestos of these early years of Soviet power, Zalambani sees “evidence of the polychromatic
multiplicity of existing literary groups, but also of the struggle among aesthetic currents to affirm
their leading role in the literary arena.”2%® This struggle continued through 1927: opponents of
Mayakovsky and the Lefists frequently criticized the group’s verbal and formal experimentation,
arguing that the verbally and formally experimental works (regardless of medium) characteristic

of Lef were inaccessible to a broad Soviet audience.266

264 Various translations of the title of Mayakovsky’s poema exist. These include “Fine!” “Good!” “Very Good!” 1
have opted not to translate the title for several reasons. First and most obviously, there is no standard translation of
the title, and choosing any of these options might therefore limit the findability of the study. Second, to my mind, each
of these titles fails to convey the clarity of the Mayakovsky’s appraisal of the October Revolution and its aftermath:
“Fine!” for example could come across as a response of a petulant child to an unwanted restriction, while each of the
others can read more ambiguously than the Russian title.

265 Maria Zalambani, “Literary Policies and Institutions,” in The Cambridge Companion to Twentieth-Century Russian
Literature, 254. It seems that Zalambani refers most directly to the period 1917-1924, although the ferment she
describes continued through 1927. Contributors to Lef certainly perceived the situation in this way. The pages of Novyi
Lef filled with polemical articles, some primarily concerned with (revolutionary) aesthetics, while many others
explicitly argued against the forming hegemony of opposing, typically proletarian, groups.

266 Mayakovsky responded to some of these criticisms directly, for example in his 1928 essay “Vas ne ponimaiut
rabochie i krest'iane.” At the same time, Lef attempted to define itself from the first issue of Novyi Lef as a “free
association of all workers of the left revolutionary art,” and thus not insistent on any one aesthetic tendency (Nowyi
Lef, no. 1 [1927], 1).
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Mayakovsky occupied a paradoxical and difficult position in 1927, even while it was a
remarkably productive year.?8” Although his stature practically guaranteed him a place of
prominence in Soviet literature,?%® influential Soviet literary figures rehashed old arguments and
advanced new ones about the unsuitability of avant-garde writing to the current political and social
climate. Recognizing but resenting Mayakovsky’s continued prominence, critics like Kornei
Zelinsky felt trapped with Mayakovsky for the time being:

Ot MasKkOBCKOTO OTTaJKMBAaCIIbCS HE Cpasy, MOCJIe HEKOTOPOW BHYTpEeHHEH OOpHOBI.
Bens mis MHOTMX MasiKOBCKHE OBLT KOTJIA-TO «IEpPBOM JTH000BBIO». HO K HOBOMY
MMOHWMAHUIO PEBOJIIOIIMKM MOXKHO TIPHUTTH, YKe TepemarnyB yepe3 MaskoBckoro. O6pas
HOBOM, Oonee ryOOKO#, Ooyiee YeNOBEYHOM, OoJNiee CIIOKHON COLMATUCTHYECKOM
KYJBTYpPbI paCTET B HOBOM Y€JIOBEKE. DTa KYJIbTypa pacTET COBCEM U3 HOBBIX KOPHEU, OHA
HAuMHAET COBCEM HOBbIE, HEOOBIUHBIE 11 Poccuu Tpaauimm. 26

You cannot discard Mayakovsky right away, only after a certain internal struggle. After
all, there was a time when the ‘first love’ for many was Mayakovsky. But one can reach a
new understanding of the revolution while moving beyond Mayakovsky. The image
(obraz) of a new, deeper, more human, more complex socialist culture is growing in the
new man. This culture is growing entirely from new roots, it starts altogether new traditions
that are novel for Russia.

For these opponents, Mayakovsky frequently embodied the avant-garde’s inability to reach a

sometimes newly literate proletarian and peasant Soviet audience. An unattributed satirical poem

267 By the count of Mayakovsky’s personal manager Pavel Lavut, Mayakovsky composed “70 poems (of which 4 for
children), 20 essays and articles, 3 film scripts, and, finally, the poema Khorosho!.” Lavut also notes that Mayakovsky
travelled for near half of the year (by his exact count, Mayakovsky spent 181 days outside of Moscow, including five
weeks abroad), and calls 1927 Mayakovsky’s “Boldino year,” perhaps forgetting that Pushkin spent the Boldino
autumn confined to his estate for the sake of the comparison (Lavut, Maiakovskii edet po Soiuzu [Moscow: Sovetskaia
Rossiia, 1978], 9). For discussion of the causes of this output in 1927, see Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 369.

268 For example, in connection with the anniversary, Anatoly Lunacharsky published a list of literary works that he
considered the best examples of the last ten years. When it comes to poetry, Lunacharsky writes that: “it seems to me
that here it would be incorrect to seek individual works. Many of the poets have written a full array of good things
and, along with them, of course, weaker works as well. There can be no doubt that a very good revolutionary anthology
could be made of works by Mayakovsky” (Lunacharsky, “Desiat' knig za desiat let revoliutsii,” Smena no. 9 [1927]:
1). Lunacharsky makes a similar claim about Aseev and Tret'iakov while also arguing that their more recent work is
weaker.

269 Zelinskii, “Itti 1i nam s Maiakovskim,” Na literaturnom postu no. 5 [1928]: 54. The critic considers Mayakovsky
a faithful enactor of the factographic practices theorized by Tret'iakov and Chuzhak and the antithesis of Esenin,
whose poetry he clearly prefers.
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in Na literaturnom postu even referred to Mayakovsky as “an academic,”?’® while a review
published in the 27 November 1927 issue of the Rostov newspaper Sovetskii iug described
Khorosho! as “cardboard.” Opponents attended Mayakovsky’s public poetry readings seemingly
for the sole purpose of heckling him.?"*

Mayakovsky was not without supporters in 1927. He received praise from Nikolai
Bukharin in the inaugural issue of Revoliutsiia i kul'tura, albeit primarily for earlier works and not
without accusations of ‘philistinism’ (meshchanstvo).?’? Lunacharsky praised Khorosho! itself as

29 ¢

“the October Revolution cast in bronze,” “a magnificent fanfare for our anniversary, without a
single false note.”?”® The poema also was well received at an October recitation for members of
the Communist Party’s Moscow Section.?’* Even the critic Petr Kogan, who scarcely could

mention the Futurists without criticizing them, acknowledged the strength of their revolutionary

270 Na literaturnom postu no. 20 (1927): 130. Chapter 9 of Khorosho! appeared for the first time in this same volume.
For the anonymous satirist, Aseev, Brik, and Tret'iakov also counted as “academics.” The poem, titled “Our
Accomplishments” («Haum noctmxenus») and signed under the pseudonym “Ping-Pong,” is tellingly written from
the perspective of a worker.

Mayakovsky appears also as an object of satire in humorous epigrams “Our wishes for the ten-year
anniversary” («Hamm noxenanus k 10-neturo Okta6psi»). Here, the same anonymous author criticizes authors across
the political spectrum, including many poputchiki. Of Mayakovsky the satirist writes:

Or Bac erlie meaeBpOB KIET SI0Xa. The epoch awaits more masterpieces from you.
V3BeCcTHO HAaM, 9TO BBI CKPOMHBI / IyIIIOH, We know that you are humble in spirit,

Ho mycTh unTaTesnm He CKaxkyT — III0XO, But let readers not say ‘it’s bad’

O TOM, 9TO BaM Ka3aJl0Ch XOPOIIIO. About something that seemed good to you.

A third satirical poem, titled “Not Bad” («He mroxo») and featuring in an exaggerated lesenka style also appears in
this issue.

271 See Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 392. As Jangfeldt relates, Mayakovsky could give as well as he received in these
confrontations. Jangfeldt also notes some more tempered reactions to Khorosho! For example, the reviewer from the
Kharkov journal Proletarian (Proletarii) concluded that despite Mayakovsky’s best efforts, epic poetry simply is not
his genre.

212 Bykharin, “O starinykh traditsiakh i sovremennom kulturnom stroitelstve,” Revoliutsiia i kul'tura no. 1 (1927): 19-
20.

273 Qtd. in Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 391.

274 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 392.
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credentials, even as the RAPP artists to whom Kogan was more sympathetic continually attacked
Mayakovsky.?"®

Attacks on Mayakovsky specifically for Novyi Lef were widely public. They began on 28
January 1927 with M. Ol'shevets’s article “Why Lef?” (“Pochemu Lef?”) in lzvestiia; Viacheslav
Polonsky, one of the editors of the journals Pechat' i revoliutsiia and Novyi mir and another
prominent opponent of Lef,2’® published the article “Lef or bluff?” (“Lef ili blef”) in two parts on
25 and 27 February.?’” A debate moderated by the literary scholar V.M. Friche followed on 23
March. In it, Mayakovsky maintained that Lef deserved a place in Soviet literature, and moreover
that it did not consider itself the only viable progenitor of the new Soviet culture: “We do not lay
claim to monopolization on the revolutionary [revoliutsionnost’] in culture. The first issue — that
Lef tries to declare its full hegemony in Soviet art, even without sufficient information — is the first
sham [blef].”278

Like Aseev, Mayakovsky in the 1920s commemorated in verse significant events

connected with the revolution.?”® Such commemorative works include the poem “The First of

215 Kogan, “Poeziia (1917-kh — 1927),” Krasnaia nov' no. 11 (1927): 199. This eleventh issue of Krasnaia nov' was
devoted to commemorations of the tenth anniversary in poetry, prose, and articles summarizing revolutionary progress
over the past ten years.

278 |n a diary entry of 18 February 1927, Polonsky described Mayakovsky as: «rpy6, naxanen, nessiHocum» (Polonsky,
“Moia bor'ba na literaturnom fronte,” Novyi mir, no. 1 (2008): 149.

277 These articles were framed as reviews of the first two issues of Novyi Lef, and as Fevral'sky notes, Mayakovsky
considered the strong negative reaction a positive sign, since no reaction would mean that Lef was failing in its mission
to remain relevant by means of provocation. Fevral'skii, “Vystuplenie na dispute ‘Lef ili blef?” 23 marta 1927 g.,” in
Literaturnoe nasledstvo, vol. 65 (Moscow: lzdatel'stvo Akademii nauk SSSR, 1958), 65, 47.

278 (Mpl He HpeTeHIyeM Ha MOHOINOIHM3ALMIO PEBOIIOLUOHHOCTH B KyJIbType». IlepBblii Bompoc — o ToM, uto Jled
ObBITACTCA, Ja CIIC 0e3 JOCTAaTOYHbIX NAHHBIX, 3asiABUTH O CBOEH MOJHON TEreMOHHUH B COBETCKOM HUCKYCCTBC — 3TO
nepsblii 61ed» (Maiakovskii, “Vystuplenie na dispute ‘Lef ili blef?’,” in Literaturnoe nasledstvo, vol. 65, 331). As
the notes in the PSS indicate, in the first sentence of the quoted passage, Mayakovsky quotes from the article “Za chto
boretsia Lef?” (Lef no. 1 [1923]: 40). See Zemskov et al, “Primechaniia,” in PSS, vol. 12, 640-50.

279 As in the analogous overview in the chapter on Aseev, I define ‘commemorative poetry’ as poetry written explicitly
for or in connection to holidays and other significant events, including deaths or anniversaries of deaths. By including
these texts that otherwise may be referred to as elegies according to standard generic classifications, | do not intend to
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May” (“Pervoe maia,” 1923);2° Vladimir II'ich Lenin (1924), a poema completed in the wake of
Lenin’s death in January 1924;?8! “The Ninth of January” (“9-e ianvaria,” 1924), on the
anniversary of Bloody Sunday in the 1905 Revolution; “Jubilee Poem” (“lubileinoe,” 1924),
written for the 125" anniversary of Pushkin’s birth; and “October (1917-1926)” (“Oktiabr' (1917-
1926),” 1926). Works of 1927 include “In Place of an Ode” (“Vmesto ody”), a poem for
International Women’s Day (8 March) that chastises Soviet society for gender inequality; “The
Soldiers of Dzerzhinsky” (“Soldaty Dzerzhinskogo”); “Stabilization of the Everyday”
(“Stabilizatsiia byta”)?®?; and “The Crown and the Cap” (“Korona i kepka”), a commemoration of
the abdication of Nikolai II. In 1927 these works were complemented by poems on topical and
historical subjects, including “Yes or No?” (“Da ili net?”), a reflection on the 7 June 1927
assassination of ambassador to Poland Pyotr Voikov, and “A Visual Aid” (“Nagliadnoe posobie”),
written in response to unrest among Viennese workers. One commemorative poem of 1928 is “The

First Communards” (“Pervye kommunary”), a commemoration of the Paris Commune.?® In short,

blur generic distinctions, but rather to suggest that the concept of commemoration links works on various topics with
varying emotional tones. Limitation to poetry written from 1920 to 1927 also precludes the play Mystery-Bouffe from
appearing in this list, although Mayakovsky wrote it, and together with VVsevolod Meyerhold staged it, for the first
anniversary of the October Revolution.

280 Along with Mayakovsky, Aseev, Vasily Kamensky, Pyotr Neznamov, Pasternak, Aleksei Kruchyonykh, Igor
Teren'tev, and Sergei Tret'iakov all published poems titled “Pervoe maia” in the second issue of Lef (1923).

281 1t is noteworthy that Vladimir 1l'ich Lenin was republished in a second book edition in 1927. Furthermore, the notes
in the Polnoe sobranie sochinenii indicate that Mayakovsky’s first poem about Lenin, “Vladimir Il'ich!” (1920), was
written and published in commemoration of Lenin’s fiftieth birthday (Eventov and Prokushev, “Primechaniia,” in
Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 520).

282 Although this poem does not appear to have been connected to any specific event or holiday, its discussion of
changes in everyday life since the revolution fits with the widespread phenomenon of ‘summary accounts’ that the
ten-year anniversary prompted.

283 The “Day of the Paris Commune” was celebrated on 18 March from 1918 to 1929. It was one of six holidays
celebrated as rest days, the others being: 1 January (New Year’s Day), 22 January (“The Day of 9 January 1905”), 12
March (“Overthrowing the Autocracy”), 1 May (Day of the Internationale), and 7 November (“Day of the Proletarian
Revolution”). On these holidays in Soviet culture of the 1920s, see Shilova, “Building the Bolshevik Calendar through
Pravda and lzvestiia,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 29 (2007).
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while Mayakovsky’s support of the Bolshevik revolution through poetry has been pointed out
many times over, it should be added that in the 1920s, commemoration of revolutions in Russian
and internationally constituted a substantial part of Mayakovsky’s poetic output.

While the theory of factography was in development much later, a proto-factographic
tendency existed in Mayakovsky’s earlier work. When demonstrations began in late February 1917
in Petrograd, Mayakovsky began writing the poem “Revolution,” subtitled “A Poetic Chronicle”
or “A Chronicle in Verse” (“Revoliutsiia: poetokhronika,” first published May 1917), which
exhibits an early tendency toward the role of poet as chronicler of historical events. In November
1918, Mayakovsky published his “Ode to the Revolution” (“Oda revoliutsii”’) and the play
Mystery-Bouffe (Misteriia-buff), which Anatoly Lunacharsky lauded in 1918 as “the only play that
was conceived under the influence of our revolution and therefore bears its imprint.”24 Mystery-
Bouffe was performed for the first anniversary of the October Revolution. A 1918 volume, Heroes
and Victims of the Revolution (Geroi i zhertvy revoliutsii) featured Mayakovsky’s chastushki-style
captions to illustrations by Kseniia Boguslavskaia, Vladimir Kozlinsky, Sergei Maklentsov, and
Ivan Punin.?® The year 1919 saw the anniversary of the newspaper Art of the Commune (Iskusstvo
kommuny), to which Mayakovsky contributed his “With comradely greetings, Mayakovsky” (“S
tovarishcheskim privetom, Maiakovskii”’). In 1920, Mayakovsky marked the arrival of communist
delegates to the Second Congress of the Communist International in Moscow with his “Third
International” (“Tretii internatsional”). He recited the poem “Vladimir Il'ich!” at a “Lenin evening”

(Leninskii vecher) held at the Moscow Dom pechati in 1920. In 1922 Mayakovsky updated the

284 Lunacharsky, “Kommunisticheskii spektakl’,” in Petrogradskaia Pravda 243 (5 November 1918): 2.

285 Correspondence between the ‘heroes’ and “victims’ of the revolution in this volume and the ‘Clean’ and ‘Unclean’
pairs, respectively, in Mystery-Bouffe indicates that the continuity discussed later in this chapter between Khorosho!
and Mayakovsky’s earlier works was not without precedent.
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poem and published it in the 5 November issue of Krasnaia gazeta in commemoration of the five-
year anniversary of the October Revolution.?8

Despite these earlier commemorative works, the 1926 poem “Don’t Jubilee!” (“Ne
iubileite!”), written for the ninth anniversary of the October Revolution, takes a more pessimistic
view of the social value of the anniversary celebrations. Correctly forecasting that society soon
will ‘take account’ of the previous ten years, Mayakovsky argues that jubilees take the life out of
significant events:

FO6uneit — 3To menen, / MECOK U JIbIM;
100mIIeil — / 3To Kpaii / Ki1aJOUIIEHCKUX SIM;
3TO peun / 1 pumuawm,

OCTaHOBKa MpEJCMEpTHas, / B3IOXH, eIei —
BOT 4TO JIe3eT / u3 OYKB / «10-0-u-11-e-ii». 28

A jubilee — it is ash, sand and smoke;

A jubilee — it is the edge of cemetery pits.

it is speeches and incense;

the last stop before death, sighs, unction —

that’s what creeps out from the letters ‘j-u-b-i-l-e-¢.’28

Nonetheless, Mayakovsky suggests that celebration of the anniversary could be appropriate if
given appropriate terminology: in Lefist terms, the time might be right for ‘fixation of the fact,” or
as Corney might describe it, for a coherent readerly experience of the October narrative. This is
the issue that opens the poem:

Msue 6 xorenocs / mpo OKTS0ps cKazath, / HE B KOJOKOJ / Ha3BaHUBAs,
HE CIIOBaMHU, / YKpaIIaoIUMH / TETJICHbKUN YIOT, —

JaTh OBl / PEBOJIIOINY / TaKWE e Ha3BaHMUS,

KaK JIFOOMMBIM / B TICPBBIN JICHb JArOT!

Ho pasBe / ymectHO / ciioBo Takoe?

Ho pasBe / nactanu / mau 115t mOKOs1?

286 Nadezhda Reformatskaia, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 493-494.
287 Maiakovskii, “Ne iubileite!,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 7, 236.
28 | have opted for a literal translation of «pumuam» as ‘incense,” but in the context of Mayakovsky’s misgivings

about the outcomes of jubilees, the metaphoric meaning as «BoctopskerHast moxBana, ecTs» (boabuioti moaKoswlil
cnosapyw) should not be disregarded.
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Kto ranomm npuobpern, / KTo 30HTHK;

panyercs oobiBatens: / «He6o romy60...»28

I would like to tell about October, not ringing the bells for all to hear,

not in words that decorate warm coziness, —

I would like to give the revolution the kind of names

that people give beloveds on the first day!

But is such a word really appropriate?

But have days for peace and quiet really come?

Someone got galoshes, someone else an umbrella;

the man in the street is happy: “The sky is quite blue...”
Mayakovsky’s questioning of the proper name for the revolution leads him to consider the
possibility of a global spread of socialism: referencing the 1926 miners’ strike in Britain and unrest
in China and employing the common metaphor of revolutionary fire, Mayakovsky ultimately
names a “trio” of the Soviet Union, Britain, and China as ‘“armfuls” (okhapki) stoking
revolutionary fervor, with the metaphor of fire in contrast to the warning «Ham neBsteiit OKTs0pb
— He nokoii, He npuyam» (“The ninth October for us is not a rest or a mooring”). Continuing the

metaphor of revolution as natural disaster from Mystery-Bouffe, Mayakovsky promises that “under

our feet the earth will shake / stronger than Japanese earthquakes,” referring to natural disasters in

289 Mayakovsky, “Ne iubeleite!” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 7, 235.
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Japan in 1923-25.2% Mayakovsky calls for the “living thought of Il'ich” («uBas Mbic/b WibHua»)
to “lead us to the final victory” («k mociemneit modeae eau»).?%t

In another poem of 1926, titled “Oktiabr” and subtitled “1917-1926,” Mayakovsky
addresses the Communist Youth League (Komsomol)?®? — some of whom might barely remember
the events of 1917, some of whom may even have been born after it, and for whom the revolution
already seems like the distant past:2%

Mup / npyrumu o 1sMu 00poc;

MMUOHEPHI / JIET NECITH

3anaroT mpo OKTIOps BOMpoC,

Kak Ipo J1eJ10 / TITyOOKUX CEe/IUH.

The world has grown over with other people;

For nearly ten years pioneers

have been asking the question about October,
As if they are asking about something gone gray.

20 K ozhinov, Robin, and Timofeeva, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 7, 512. It is
possible that with this imagery Mayakovsky implicitly evokes the title of John Reed’s account of the October
Revolution, Ten Days that Shook the World, with which Mayakovsky was almost certainly familiar in Russian
translation (Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” in Literaturnoe nasledstvo, vol. 65, 324). On the early role of
Reed’s account in shaping the October narrative, see Corney, Telling October, 83-89.

Corney’s appraisal of Reed’s method provides a point of comparison with Mayakovsky’s practice of
factography: “As Reed pointed out, he supplemented his ‘chronicle’ of the events he had himself observed and
experienced with other ‘reliable evidence’ from the radical press, and with information obtained while he worked in
the Communist Department of International Revolutionary Propaganda (later the Department of Foreign Political
Literature).” Corney also points out that Mikhail Kalinin gave a copy of Ten Days that Shook the World to Sergei
Eisenstein when the latter was commissioned to direct the film October. There is a certain irony in this, since “Reed
apparently derived the narrative structure of his work from Trotsky’s earlier pamphlet, October Revolution,” while
Stalin compelled Eisenstein to remove Trotsky from the film. (Corney, Telling October, 83, 206-207).

Pasternak also refers to earthquakes in Japan (in connection with memory) in his revision of Vysokaia bolezn'
published in 1928.

291 In these closing lines of the poem one can see a reflection of fading hopes that the Russian revolution would spark
worldwide socialist revolution, and not an endorsement of Trotsky’s theory of permanent revolution. The
interpretation of the status of the Russian revolution in “Ne iubileite!” therefore resonates with the idea of the
revolution’s incompleteness in the 1918 poem “It is Early to Rejoice” (“Radovat'sia rano”).

292 gpecifically, he addresses komsomoltsy and komsomolki (male and female members of the Komsomol). A repeating
rhetorical device in the poem is comparison of Mayakovsky’s generation (‘we”) with the younger generation (‘you’).

For example: «OcranoBka 115t Bac, / uist Bac / 100uneii — // a 1y Hac / ojcueT pyosein».

298 Cf. “Parizhskaia kommuna”: «Maiio KTo MOMHMT IIPO JHH IIPO TE...»
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Mayakovsky calls on the Pioneers, future Komsomol and then Party members, to bring the
revolution to its completion. They are to bear the flag of revolution forward with the
“Internationale,” dismissing monarchism while secularizing, modernizing, and weaponizing the
country:

Byner 3nams, / a HE XOpPYTBb,

OyIyT / yJM CBUCTETh HAJ HUM,

u «BcTaBaii, IPOKIATEEM. ..» / B XOpYy
Oyner 6oii / u mapmi, / a He ruMH.%%

There will be a banner, but not a holy one,

there will be bullets whistling over them,

and with “Arise, with the curse [branded]...” in chorus
there will be a battle and a march, not a hymn.

For the ten-year anniversary, however, Mayakovsky again couches the revolution in the

“Internationale.” In the closing lines of Chapter 6 of Khorosho!, Mayakovsky again deploys the

“Internationale” as a symbol of revolutionary change, this time through revision of its chorus:?%

Bnepssie / BMecTO / — 1 3TO OyIET. .. —
MeNu: / — ¥ 9TO eCTh / Halll MOCIeAHuH. .. — 2%

For the first time, instead of — and this will be... —
they sang: — and this is our last...

294 Maiakovskii, “Oktiabr',” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 7, 232-234. | read an ambiguity in the
symbols khoruvg' (banner) and gimn (hymn): these may be either religious or heraldic, and it seems probable that
Mayakovsky intended both meanings.

2% Sources on the rise of the “Internationale” in Soviet culture do not attribute this change to Mayakovsky. See
Caroline Brooke, “Changing Identities: The Russian and Soviet National Anthems,” Slavonica 13, no. 1 (2007);
Marina Frolova-Walker and Jonathan Walker, Music and Soviet Power, 1917-1932 (Woodbridge, UK: Boydell Press,
2012); and Nadezhda Soboleva, “The Composition of State Anthems of the Russian Empire and Soviet Union,” trans.
Liv Bliss, Russian Social Science Review 50, no. 2 (2009): 67-94, originally published as “Sozdanie gosudarstvennykh
gimnov Rossiiskoi imperii i Sovetskogo soiuza,” Voprosy istorii, no. 2 (2005): 25-41.

It is also worth noting that the “Internationale” was not exclusively a Bolshevik anthem: for example,
Kolonitskii notes that Kerensky led an audience in singing it during an April 1917 speech (Kolonitskii, Tovarishch
Kerenskii: Antimonarkhicheskaia revoliutsiia i formirovanie ‘kul'ta vozhdia’ (mart — iun' 1917 goda) [Moscow:
Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2017], 221).

2% Mayakovsky, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 262.
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In 1927 Mayakovsky was prepared to do what he could not a year earlier: to commemorate the
October Revolution in a factographic poema, and thus to articulate a narrative of the revolution,
and in doing so, to guide the memories of his readership.®’

Khorosho! therefore represents a continuation of Mayakovsky’s commemorate practices,
a repackaging of his views on the October Revolution and the prospects for global spread of
revolutionary fervor, and his most overt and lengthy attempt to “tell” October. Mayakovsky was
able to tell his version of the story to a much wider audience than just readers of Novyi Lef: sections
of the poema were published not only in Novyi Lef, but also in literary journals Krasnaia nov', Na
literaturnom postu, Molodaia gvardiia, the newspapers Komsomol'skaia Pravda, Leningradskaia
Pravda, Vecherniaia Moskva, plus numerous publications in the peripheral press in Odessa,
Khar'kov, and Biisk. Several of these publications were timed to anniversary events and
publications in October and November of 1927. The first book edition of the poema also was
published in 1927, with a second in 1928.2%°% Mayakovsky also read from the poema at public
readings in the Soviet Union and abroad throughout the year.?%

This chapter focuses on the factographic techniques that underlie Mayakovsky’s narrative.
Analysis will include sources of significance to Mayakovsky, as well as evidence from
Mayakovsky’s earlier prose and poetic texts, including works which he closely paraphrases in
Khorosho! In some cases, | cannot establish the existence of specific sources of significance for

this poema, nor have | found existing scholarship on specific sources, but | argue that Mayakovsky

297 On the iterative and mutually reinforcing processes of memory and narration, see Corney, Telling October, 100,
209-217, and passim. Here I also have in mind Devin Fore’s etymological parsing of faktografiia as “the inscription
of facts.”

2% For a full list of publications from Khorosho! in 1927, see Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 439-440.

2% See Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 363-420; Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 368-394.
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relied on well-known perceptions — whether true or false, rumored or debunked — of heroes and
especially villains of the revolutionary era. In many cases, the boundaries between historical facts
and rumors that circulated in 1917 and subsequently are blurry. Corollary to this argument is my
examination of Mayakovsky’s interpolation of direct references to his own biography and previous
writings, a technique of factography unseen in Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov.3%

Like Aseev, though, Mayakovsky draws character portraits of participants in the historical
events he describes, with the villains in more vivid colors than the heroes. These portraits reveal
Mayakovsky’s adherence to the theory of factography in that they derive to varying extents from
documentary sources, Mayakovsky’s previous writings, and his own memories. At the same time,
they reveal deviations from factography in the form of factual inconsistencies, ideologically
motivated conflations, revisions, and omissions, and Mayakovsky’s own misperceptions. Certain
passages also appear to be pure invention. In short, this chapter details the variety of techniques in
Mayakovsky’s factographic practice, the ways in which Mayakovsky motivates or ignores the use
of fact to delegitimize villains and lionize heroes of 1917, and ways in which Mayakovsky
explores, exploits, and obscures the tension between the poet as hero (autobiographical,

mythologized) and the poet as the documenter and mouthpiece of history.

300 Yet also a technique that other Lefists employed as a premise for artistic experimentation. Another example from
Lef’s commemoration of the ten-year anniversary is Kirsanov’s “Moia imeninnaia” in the anniversary issue; in the
preceding double issue, Kirsanov begins his article “Black Sea Futurists” (“Chernomorskie futuristy”) by
acknowledging that he does not remember the October Revolution well, being a child at the time and thus “too young
for immediate participation and conscientious (soznatel'nogo) observation),” but he nonetheless connects Futurism to
the revolution, for example, saying that the writing of his first truly ‘Futurist’ poem coincided exactly with the
Bolsheviks’ decisive capture of Odessa in 1920.

Lefists did not write only about themselves: for example, Sergei Tret'iakov in his “bio-interview” Den-Shi-
Khua (1929) and Tynianov in his fictionalized biography of Wilhelm Kiichelbecker Kiukhlia (1924).
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Literature Review: The Place of Khorosho! in Mayakovsky Scholarship

Much has been written about Mayakovsky in English and in Russian. Major monographic and
biographical works were published in English in the 1970s, including Edward J. Brown’s
Mayakovsky: A Poet in the Revolution (1973), Victor Terras’s Vladimir Mayakovsky (1976), and
Vahan Barooshian’s Mayakovsky and Brik (1978). Essays on Mayakovsky by former Lefist Victor
Shklovsky were collected in English in Mayakovsky and His Circle (1972). More recent is Bengt
Jangfeldt’s 2014 Mayakovsky: A Biography (originally in Swedish, 2007), which is cited
throughout this chapter. Most recently, Katherine Lahti devotes significant attention to
Mayakovsky in The Russian Revival of the Dithyramb (2018).

Major works in Russian on Mayakovsky cited in this study predominately appeared in the
postwar era. These include studies by scholars who had known Mayakovsky personally, including
Vasily Katanian, whose Maiakovskii: khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti appeared in 1985. Katanian
was also one of the general editors of the Polnoe sobranie sochinenii that was published between
1955-1961, and the commentaries by him and Nadezhda Reformatskaia have been invaluable for
my research. Other works by scholars personally acquainted with Mayakovsky include essays of
various years by Nikolai Khardzhiev and his 1970 monograph Poeticheskaia kul'tura
Maiakovskogo, and Viktor Pertsov’s three-volume Maiakovskii: zhizn' i tvorchestvo (1969-1972).
Although my analysis does not focus on versification, the studies of Mayakovsky’s prosody by
Mikhail Gasparov also deserve mention. Major studies of the post-Soviet era include Leonid
Katsis’s Vladimir Maiakovskii: poet v intellektualnom kontekste epokhi (2004) and Mikhail

Vaiskopf’s 1997 Vo ves' logos: religiia Maiakovskogo.2®* An important reference work cited in

301 My thanks to Kirill Ospovat for directing me to Vasikopf’s study.
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this study is Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo: opyt slovaria okkasionalizmov, compiled by V.N.
Valavin.

Scholarly work on Khorosho! specifically is far vaster in Russian than in English, with
much of it published in the Soviet Union in the latter half of the twentieth century. One struggles
to find even article-length studies of Khorosho! published in English since the fall of the Soviet
Union. Indicative of this lack of English-language scholarship on Khorosho! is Robert Bird’s
article “Envoicing History: On the Narrative Poem in Russian Modernism,” published in the spring
2007 issue of The Slavic and East European Journal. Even with a topic so germane to discussion
of Khorosho!, Bird instead insightfully discusses At the Top of My Voice («Bo Bech romnoc»),
150,000,000, and the 1925 lyric poem “Radio Agitator.” In this regard my project represents a
fresh look, long overdue, at the later political-historical poetry of Mayakovsky.

Auxiliary to the relative paucity of scholarly focus on Khorosho! in Anglophone
scholarship is the lack of new translations of the poema: to the best of my knowledge, only one
translation of Khorosho! into English exists. This is the translation of Dorian Rottenberg, published
in 1986 by the Soviet publisher Raduga, which produced translations for a foreign audience. This
situation persists despite recent translations of Mayakovsky’s poetry, most notably the 2013
translation by James H. McGavran Ill. This volume of excellent translations is also notable for
McGavran’s inclusion of some of Mayakovsky’s poemy: A Cloud in Trousers,3 first published
in full in 1918; The Backbone Flute (1915), 150,000,000 (1919-1920), | Love (1922), and The
Flying Proletarian (1925). A revised version of Dorian Rottenberg’s 1986 translation of Vladimir

II'ich Lenin (1924) produced and introduced by the poet, scholar, and activist Rosy Carrick was

302 In McGavran’s translation, The Cloud in Pants. Here I use the more commonly encountered translation of the title.
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published in 2017.3% To be sure, translating Khorosho! is a monumental task, but the lack of
adequate translations highlights the lack of attention paid to the work.

That said, the prominence of Khorosho! in Soviet representations of Mayakovsky cannot
be ignored. According to Natalia Karakulina, the standard literature textbook for the last year of
grade school, Valentin Kovalev’s Russkaia sovetskaia literatura, which went through several
editions in the 1980s, placed heavy emphasis on Mayakovsky’s post-1917 works, particularly
Vladimir Ilych Lenin and Khorosho!3%4 In contrast, the post-Soviet curriculum tends to omit
precisely these works in favor of Mayakovsky’s pre-revolutionary works.2% Karakulina’s study,
while focused on the literary curriculum and not on literary scholarship, nonetheless signals a need
for new scholarship on Khorosho! (and other post-revolutionary works). Soviet citizens, after all,
knew ‘this” Mayakovsky just as well, if not better, than the early Futurist Mayakovsky that has
received the lion’s share of Anglophone scholarship.

The Soviet scholarship most useful for study of this work mostly dates to the 1960s. That
said, much of the scholarship of that era repeats ideological truisms: that Mayakovsky expressed
the great vision of Lenin, that he shows how the Russian people supported the Bolshevik party,
that Khorosho! exhibits Mayakovsky’s genius, and the like. While drawing on the analytic insights

of Soviet scholarship, I aim to avoid such truistic conclusions.

303 Carrick’s translations of selected poems by Mayakovsky, including excerpts from some of the poemy, appeared
recently as Volodya: Selected Works of Mayakovsky (Ripon, UK: Smokestack Books, 2017).

304 Karakulina notes that a full half of revision questions on Mayakovsky related to these two works. Karakulina,
“Vladimir Maiakovskii and the National School Curriculum,” in Twentieth Century Russian Poetry: Reinventing the
Canon, ed. Katherine Hodgson, Joanne Shelton, and Alexandra Smith (Cambridge, UK: Open Book Publishers, 2017),
105, 107.

305 Karakulina, “Vladimir Maiakovskii and the National School Curriculum,” 120. The text bears a typo: “Soviet
exams omit the long poems ‘Khorosho!” and ‘Vladimir Ilich Lenin’ — instead questions on his pre-revolutionary works
are more common” must be read as ‘post-Soviet exams.’
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An exception to this general situation is the work of Vasily Katanian. Katanian’s detailed
biographical scholarship on Mayakovsky features prominently in this study, especially in its
analysis of Chapter 6 of Khorosho! (I also turn frequently to Bengt Jangfeldt’s Mayakovsky: A
Biography.) Nonetheless, this study bears the good fortune of a different time and place, and thus
can raise questions that Katanian did not. At the same time, Katanian was limited by the resources
of his time and place. At times I supplement, but at others contest, Katanian’s findings based on
research made possible by searchable databases of newspapers, the National Corpus of the Russian
Language, and other more recently accessible resources. In post-Soviet Russophone scholarship,
Vaiskopf’s above-mentioned study Vo ves' logos: religiia Maiakovskogo (1997) centers attention
on the religious underpinnings of Mayakovsky’s sociopolitical mythmaking, albeit with relatively
little attention to Khorosho!.

Scholars writing in English have long been conditioned to diminish Mayakovsky’s post-
revolutionary political poems compared to his personal lyrics.3%® Edward J. Brown, for example,
tacitly agrees with Mayakovsky’s negative critics who in his summary “wanted none of it”3%” and
leaves Khorosho! in essence unanalyzed. In this Brown followed the same general line of thought
as Victor Erlich, who in 1962 expressed his obvious distaste for Khorosho! as part and parcel with
his negative evaluation of Mayakovsky’s post-revolutionary work in general:

there is hardly anything in Mayakovsky’s bulky post-1917 output to rival the striking

power and the imaginative freshness of “A Cloud in Trousers.” Eloquent passages in

Mayakovsky’s two programmatic poems, “V.I. Lenin” and “Well Done!,” the deftly
ingenious rhymes of some of his occasional verse, the vitality and gusto of several

308 Exceptions to this in recent scholarship include the above-cited study by Ludmila Schleyfer Lavine of “agit-poemy”
of the early 1920s, which Mayakovsky co-authored with other Lefists, and Katherine Lahti’s chapter on Mayakovsky
in The Russian Revival of the Dithyramb: A Modernist Use of Antiquity (Evanston: Northwestern University Press,
2018). Although the latter of these is mainly concerned with the play in verse Vladimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy (1913),
I apply some of its insights about the dichotomy poet/addressor-crowd/addressees to analysis of Khorosho!

307 Edward J. Brown, Mayakovsky: A Poet in the Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973), 26. While
I disagree with many of Brown’s evaluations of Mayakovsky’s work, I appreciate that he points out both the
anniversary context of Khorosho! and its connections to factography.
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“American poems,” for example, “The Brooklyn Bridge” [...] none of this can quite

compensate for the reams of journalistic bombast, of strenuous red-flag waving, not devoid

of rhetorical effectiveness but unworthy of Mayakovsky.38
In his 1983 biography of Mayakovsky, Victor Terras expresses an only slightly more nuanced
appraisal of Khorosho! as “probably Mayakovsky’s best poetic work about the Revolution, but it
is very uneven. It contains magnificent epic passages and some good realistic descriptions, but
several of its episodes are no more than versified feuilletons. The versification is perhaps not quite
so polished as that of V.I. Lenin.”%% But like others, Terras devotes seemingly as few words as
possible to analysis of Khorosho!31°

While this study gestures toward a greater degree of sophistication in Khorosho! than has
been acknowledged in Anglophone scholarship, | leave the question of its literary quality aside.
Rather, I focus on how Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! is interconnected with its historical moment: in
other words, how Khorosho! both shaped and was shaped by the social, political, cultural, and
anniversary context of 1927. Therefore, this study draws on Russian and Anglophone scholarship

on Mayakovsky but attempts to analyze his most significant work of 1927 without Soviet cliché

or Anglophone dismissiveness.

Chapter 1: The River by the Name Fact
Mayakovsky’s autobiography | Myself (Ia sam) was first published in 1922. Having published two

subsequent editions, in April 1928 Mayakovsky added sections on the years 1922-1928 for

308 Erlich, “The Death Hand of the Future: The Predicament of Vladimir Mayakovsky,” Slavic Review 21, no. 3
(September 1962): 438.

309 Terras, Vladimir Mayakovsky (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1983), 103.

310 My general sense from discussion of Mayakovsky with a range of scholars is that these judgments indeed are too
dismissive. However, to my mind that view still must be expressed in written scholarship.
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inclusion in the 1928 publication of his collected works by Gosizdat.®** The entry for 1927 is
sufficiently brief to quote in its entirety:

BoccranasnuBato (Obu1a mpo6a «cokpaTuthy) «Jledy, yxe «Hobrity. OcHOBHAsS TO3UIINS:
MPOTUB BBIIYMKH, OCTETH3al[Md U IICUXOJIO)KECTBA MCKYCCTBOM — 3a aruT, 3a
KBATU(DUIIMPOBAHHYIO MyOIUIIUCTUKY U XpOoHHUKY. OcHOBHAas paboTa B «KoMcoMOIbCKOM
IIpaB/e», U CBEPXYPOUYHO paboTat0 «XOpoIIoy.

«XOopomIo» CUNUTaI0 MPOrPaMMHOMN Bellblo, Bpoae «O0aka B ImMITaHax» JJIs TOTO
BpeMeHH. OTrpaHWYEeHHE  OTBJCUEHHBIX  IOITUYECKUX  MPUEMOB  (THIEpOOIIHI,
BHHBETOYHOTO CaMOIIGHHOTO 00pa3a) W U300peTeHHe MPUEMOB sl OOpabOTKH
XPOHUKAIBHOI'O U arUTallMOHHOT'O MaTepHuaa.

Wponnyeckuii nadoc B OMMCaHUH MeToYeii, HO MOTYIINX OBITh M BEPHBIM IIarOM
B Oynymiee («CBhIpBI HE 3aCHKCHBI — JIAMIThl CHSIFOT, IICHBI CHU)KCHBI»), BBEACHHE, IS
MepeONBKH TIJIAaHOB, (PAKTOB Pa3IMUYHOTO MCTOPUUYECKOTO KannOpa, 3aKOHHBIX TOJBKO B
nopsIKe TUYHBIX accoruanuii («PasroBop ¢ biokom», «MHe paccka3biBal TUXHM €BpEid,
[TaBen Unbuy JlaByT»).

Byny pa3pabaTeiBaTh HaMEUEHHOE.

Eme: nanucansl — clieHapUU U AETCKHE KHUTH.

Eme mponomkan menecrpenuts. Cobpain okono 20 000 3amucok, JyMar o KHUTE
«YHHUBEpPCANBHBIN OTBET» (3aMMCOYHUKAM). 51 3HAK0, 0 YeM IyMaeT YnTaromas Macca, 3t

I am reestablishing (there was an attempt to ‘cut’ [shut down — ZR]) Lef, now as New Lef.
The principal position: against invention [vydumka], aestheticization and psychologization
through art — for agit[ation], for qualified journalism and chronicle. [My] main work is in
Komsomol'skaia Pravda, and after hours | work well [Khorosho].

I consider Khorosho! a programmatic thing, like A Cloud in Trousers was for its
time. Limitation of distracting poetic devices (hyperboles, vignette-like images for their
own sake) and invention [izobretenie, and not vydumka] of devices for the treatment of
chronicle and agitation material.

Ironic pathos in the description of trifles, but those that can also be a sure step
toward the future (“The cheeses aren’t flyspecked — lamps glow, prices lowered”), the
introduction, for purposes of delineation, of facts of varying historical caliber, allowable
only as personal associations (“Conversation with Blok,” “I was told by the quiet Jew,
Pavel Ilych Lavut”).

I will continue working on the above-proposed.

Also written: scripts and children’s books.

811 K atanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 421.

312 Mayakovsky, la sam, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 28-29. Use of the word ‘thing’ (veshch)
here to describe Khorosho! is not new: the generic subtitle of 1916’s Chelovek was ‘thing’ rather than ‘poema.” See
Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 445.

Jangfeldt notes that Mayakovsky did indeed collect notes from attendees of his public performances and
speculates that this “Universal Reply,” had it been written, might have corresponded closely with Mayakovsky’s 1928
essay “The Workers and Peasants Do Not Understand You” (“Vas ne ponimaiut rabochie i krest'iane”). Jangfeldt,
Mayakovsky, 393.
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I also continued to minstrel. I have gathered about 20,000 comments, I’'m thinking
about a book called “The Universal Reply” (to note-writers). I know what the reading
masses think about.

In this passage Mayakovsky indicates a certain alignment of his aesthetic views with those of
Novyi Lef, and that in writing Khorosho! he operated with a wide and conscientiously chosen range
of devices for the discovery, exploration, and incorporation of historical material into the poema.
I argued in the previous chapter that Aseev’s use of personal reminiscences of participants in the
Civil War was, to paraphrase Mayakovsky, “lawful” (zakonno) within the boundaries of literary
types of the late NEP era. Mayakovsky uses similar materials, among others, but unlike Aseev, he
also justifies his version of the historical ‘chronicle and agitation material’ that he presents in
Khorosho! “on the basis of personal associations” — a sort of internal example of the alternation in
Mayakovsky’s work of love poems and lyric cycles with ‘lyric epics’ identified by Roman
Jakobson.33

When Mayakovsky submitted the complete manuscript of Khorosho! to Gosizdat for

publication, he defined it as a work in three parts preceded by an opening chapter.3'* The opening

313 On the alternation, see Jakobson, “K pozdnei lirike Maiakovskogo,” in Jakobson, Selected Writings, vol. 5, 382-
405. In this article Jakobson views the same alternation in Mayakovsky’s uncompleted “Plokho,” to which Jakobson
refers as “parodic contrast to the programmatic ‘Khorosho’” (385).

While Jakobson supposes that “Plokho” was to have a love theme, Erlich claims that it was “clearly [to be]
a polemic with his own earlier epic of the October Revolutionary [sic], ‘Well Done!” [i.e. Khorosho!],” but provides
no argument for why this would necessarily be the case.

Jangfeldt supports neither position, nor does he speculate on the content of “Plokho.” Rather, he points out
that Mayakovsky’s next major published work was the 1928 play The Bedbug, which he views, implicitly disagreeing
with Jakobson, as Mayakovsky’s “most antilyrical work to date.” See Jakobson, “K pozdnei lirike Maiakovskogo,”
382; Erlich, “The Dead Hand of the Future,” 439; Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 429.

314 The three sections are: Chapters 2-8, Chapters 9-17, Chapters 18-19. See Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii,
Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 441.
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chapter — a sort of preface or introduction, with Mayakovsky almost acting as his own Greek
chorus — immediately announces the factuality of the following work:3!°

Bpewmst — / Bens HeoObIYaTHO TTUHHAS, —
OBLIM BpeMeHa — / MPOIILIN ObLITUHHEIE.
Hwu ObLuH, / HM 3110COB, / HU SIIONEH,
Tenerpammoii / netwu, / ctpodal
Bocmanennoit ry6oii / mpumany v rnonei
u3 peku / o umenn — «Daxry. 316

Time is a thing unusually long,

there were times — the folkloric ones passed.

No heroic songs, no epics, no sagas,

Fly like a telegram, verse!

Like an inflamed lip fall and drink

from the river named — Fact.
Metchenko and others have identified this opening with Mayakovsky’s search for new poetic
forms. Pertsov calls it a “manifesto” that announces “the unity of epic and lyric,” but also
emphasizes its ‘publicistic orientation’).3!” Jakobson speaks less of a search for new forms than of

alternation of love poems and lyric cycles with ‘epic-lyric’ works via the planned but uncompleted

work “Plokho.”®!® Scholars also have pointed out the similarity between this opening and the

315 Mikhail Gasparov has demonstrated that the basic organizational unit of Mayakovsky’s poetry is the quatrain;
however, here Mayakovsky begins with a sestet, or otherwise a couplet followed by a quatrain. See Gasparov,
Sovremennyi russkii stikh: metrika i ritmika (Moscow: Nauka, 1974), 466-67.

On the dithyrambic chorus in Mayakovsky’s oeuvre, Lakhti argues: “Mayakovsky often has the voices [of
himself and the audience — ZR] merge into ‘we’ by the end of the poem. The way Mayakovsky depicts the poet’s
relation to that audience is the relation of the chorus leader to the chorus in the dithyramb” (Lakhti, The Russian
Revival of the Dithyramb, 204). Later she adds that characters can also play that role: for example, in Vladimir
Maiakovskii: tragediia, the various “Men” exhibiting “Dionysian dismemberment,” in Lakhti’s terms, fulfill that
function (209-10).

316 Maiakovskii, Polnoe Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 235.

817 Aleksei Metchenko, “Slovo o Maiakovskom,” in V mire Maiakovskogo: Sbornik statei, ed. Aleksandr Mikhailov
and Stanislav Lesnevskii (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1984), 29; Viktor Pertsov, Maiakovskii: zhizn" i tvorchestvo,
1925-1930 (Moscow: Nauka, 1972), 167. Il'ia Sel'vinsky’s 1927 Ulialeaevshchina is subtitled “Epopeia,” as is Andrei
Bely’s 1926 prose trilogy Moscow.

318 Jakobson, “K pozdnei lirike Maiakovskogo,” in Selected Writings, vol. 5 (Berlin and Boston: De Gryuter Mouton,
2010), 385-86.
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opening to the chapter “Partisans” in Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov.3!® Here the ‘river by the name
of [capital-F] Fact,” gestures towards a factographic approach and contrasts the apostrophe to the
poema itself (via ‘strofa’) with the bylina, or traditional heroic poem, the epos and the epic: this is
factual poetry. Rejecting of other genres appears as a sign of the times: the second line’s «Opun
BpeMeHa — IpoIuTH ObUTHHHBIE» PUNS on the common collocation «ObuTeie Bpemena», “days of
yore.” Factographic poetry rejects these for the speed, precision, and lack of embellishment of the
telegram.

Creation of new hybrid literary forms to the rejection of the heroic national forms of the
past is more obvious in his earlier draft:

Bnoc — BpEMCHA U JIIOHU,

IOHHU U COJIHIIE — 3IIO0C.

Dmnoca He BUJIETH — CJIETIO.

S1 HM PTIOCOB He AcJaaro

HM >r1oneit. 320

An epos is times and people,

days and the sun — that’s an epos.

You have to be blind not to see an epic.

I don’t make any epics

or sagas.

Although the basic ideas of the draft and final versions of the chapter opening are similar, absent

from the former is the bylina, or folk tale. Insofar as byliny can be thought of as mythologized or

319 For example, Karpov, Nikolai Aseev: ocherk tvorchestva, 90; Kriukova, “Rodstvo i preodolenie,” in Tvorcheskoe
vzaimodeistvie, 212; Pertsov, Maiakovskii: zhizn' i tvorchestvo, 212-217; Vasilii Rakov, Maiakovskii i sovetskaia
literatura 20-kh godov (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1976), 171-175. Kriukova’s is perhaps the most in-depth
comparison of Aseev and Mayakovsky’s anniversary poemy. Moldavsky writes, “Semyon Proskakov — this is a poema
ofanew type. Like Mayakovsky’s Vladimir llych Lenin, and like the following poema Khorosho!, it poses and answers
questions of worldview connected with the problem of the national ethos and party-mindedness of literature”
(Moldavskii, Nikolai Aseev, 88).

That said, it is worth noting again that | have found no evidence that Aseev and Mayakovsky consulted with
one another while writing their respective poemy. In his “Reminiscences on Mayakovsky,” Aseev implies that
Mayakovsky first heard Semyon Proskakov in full after the work was complete (Aseev, “Vospominaniia o
Maiakovskom,” in Aseev, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 675).

320 «“Varianty i raztochneniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 7, 388.
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fictionalized stories — if they were thought to have any basis in fact at all — the association of the
epic genre with the bylina suggests that they share the inventive quality that Lefists rejected, at
least in theory.32! The final version underscores this understanding through the pun on bylye
vremena and declares them past. Mayakovsky’s preferred comparison of his poema with the
telegram suggests the novelty, modernity, and efficacy of his work and, via the purpose of
telegrams to convey information quickly over long distances, its factuality.

The river by the name of Fact suggests the classical image of the river Lethe, but connects
it to memory rather than forgetfulness.3?? Accepting Devin Fore’s evaluation of literature of fact
as concerned first and foremost with “the inscription of facts,” Lethe functions a collection of facts
lost to the living, but which can be revived through poetry: the imperatives pripadi and popei are
addressed to the strofa, which here can be read as a metonym for verse personified. Poetry, defined
as the inscription of facts, becomes a mode of remembrance. In a fashion reminiscent of Corney’s
argument that commemoration of the October Revolution entailed both recollection and formation

of memory, and in keeping with the Lefist idea that the transcription of facts simultaneously

321 Cf. Bakhtin in “Epic and Novel” (1941): “We encounter the novel as a genre that has not only long since completed
its development, but one that is already antiquated” (in Essentials of the Theory of Fiction, 44). Indeed, it seems that
Mayakovsky actively resists the three constitutive features of the epic later identified by Bakhtin — a ‘national epic
past,” ‘national tradition (and not personal experience and the free thought that grows out of it [!]),” and ‘an absolute
epic distance that separates the epic world from contemporary reality’ (52).

To the best of my knowledge, the question of Mayakovsky’s acquaintance and reception of the literature of
classical antiquity has not been addressed conclusively. Ilya Kutik references it in passing in his The Ode and the Odic
but focuses more on Mayakovsky’s reception of Russian tradition of the 18" and early 19" centuries (primarily
Lomonosov and Derzhavin). Lahti speculates that Mayakovsky might have received some exposure to the literature
of classical antiquity in grade school, but for her study of the dithyramb, Mayakovsky’s reception of Nietzsche,
whether directly or via Symbolist intermediaries, played a more significant role, although she emphasizes that there
is no clear evidence that Mayakovsky did or did not read about the dithyramb himself (Lahti, Russian Revival of the
Dithyramb, 194-197).

A search of the National Corpus of the Russian Language gives two results for Homer in Mayakovsky’s
poetry and one each for Achilles and Odysseus. The single result for Ovid appears in the same line as one of the
references to Homer. Searches for Virgil, Catullus, and Sappho yield no results.

It would of course be hazardous to draw conclusions from such a selective and pointed search, and, to point
out the obvious, the poetry of the contemporaneous Acmeists is saturated with classical references, as is the poetry of
Tsvetaeva, so it certainly cannot be said that Mayakovsky completely lacked exposure.

322 Cf. «Bo Beck romoc», in which remnants of the past arise from Lethe.
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transfixed them and shaped the new Soviet reality, the image of verse drinking from the ‘river by
the name of Fact’ also implies a certain life-giving quality of capital-F Fact. This suggestion of a
of ‘living water’ echoes Biblical metaphors: for example, John 7:38 in the Russian Synodal
version: «Kto Bepyetr B MeHs, y Toro, kKak cka3aHo B [Tucanuu, U3 upeBa NMOTEKYT PEKU JKUBOM
Boae».32% Similarly, John 4:14: «a xto Gyzmer nuTH BoAy, KOTOpyio S mam eMy, TOT He Oyner
JKaKaaTb BOBCK; HO BOAAd, KOTOPYIO A JaM €My, CACIaCTCA B HEM UCTOYHHUKOM BO/JIBI, TCKYHIeﬁ B
KU3Hb Beunyto».3%4 In typically Mayakovskian fashion, the sacred connotations of ‘living water’
become secularized through substitution of faith with fact.

The third and fourth quatrains outline Mayakovsky’s anniversary memory project and
explicates its intended effect on the reader:

S xouy, / 9TOOBI, ¢ 3TOIO / KHUTOM TTOOBIB,

W3 KBapTUPHOTO / MUpPKa

11eJI ONSATH / Ha Myievyax / MmyJeMeTHO! HaibObl,
KaK ITBIKOM, / CTPOKOM / TPOCBEPKaB.

UtoOBI U3 KHUTH, / Yepe3 pajoCTh rias,

OT CBUACTCIIA / C4aCTJIMBOIO, —
B MYCKYJIbI / yCTajble / TUJIaCh
crposimas / u GyHTyromas cuna,?°

| want you, having been with this book,

to go from the little apartment-world

on the shoulders of machine-gun fire,

A line of verse flashing like a bayonet.

So that from this book, through the joy of eyes,
from a happy witness,

to tired muscles flowed

a building and rebellious strength.

323 In New International Version of John 7:38: “Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture has said, rivers of living
water will flow from within them.”

324 In the New International Version: “but whoever drinks of the water I give them will never thirst. Indeed, the water
I give them will become in them a spring of water welling up to eternal life.”

825 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 236.
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These lines define the purpose of the poema in the return of “building and rebellious strength,”3%6
and thus align with Mayakovsky’s insistence in “Ne iubileite” and “8-e marta” that the revolution
cannot be considered complete as long as social and political problems prevail. At the same time,
Mayakovsky explicitly connects witness and recollection of revolutionary violence with reading
this account of it. He invites the reader to recall the experience of the revolution, and in doing so,
follows the tendency of other anniversary reminiscences to unite the personal («xBapTupHbIit
mupok») With the universal: the very connection that Mayakovsky underscores later in the poema
through description of his own experience of War Communism and NEP.

The metaphor of the river Fact for time also inverts the valence of metaphor ‘river of times’
in Gavrila Derzhavin’s 1816 fragment “The River of Time in its Course...” (“Reka vremen v
svoem stremlen'i...”). This river similarly views time as a river that carries away “all human
affairs” («Bce nena nrozeit»), and oblivion seems inescapable. Mayakovsky’s river of Fact has an
opposing restorative function, as does the living water in the Biblical passages. Reading the
addressee in these lines as the verse itself (as metonymy via strofa, stanza), poetry, with inflamed
lips, is invited to drink from the healing river of Fact. In other words, Mayakovsky revives poetry
in a Messiah-like pose not unfamiliar from his previous works. Thus, drinking from the ‘river by
the name of Fact’ is to restore memory of the revolution, which in turn is articulated from and
become memories for the reader. The revolutionary message supplants the religious message

implied by Mayakovsky’s imagery.

3% «Bynryromas cuna» both recalls the cliché in revolutionary language of «6ynryromue maccs» and sets up a parallel
with Kerensky’s famous phrase «Gyuryrormue pabsr», which Mayakovsky evokes in his depiction of Kerensky in
Chapter 6.
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The concluding quatrain of the introductory first chapter emphasizes the commonality of
Mayakovsky’s memory project in Khorosho! and the role of the individual poet in it, merging the
poet with the audience in an act of memory articulation:

ITOT AeHb / BOCIIEBAaTh / HUKOTO He HaiimeM. 32/

Mgl / pactiHeM / KapaHaall Ha JIUCTE,

YTOOBI IIEJIECT CTPAHUIIL, / KaK IIeJIeCT 3HAMEH,

Hay10 16amu / ronos / menecren. 328

We won’t contract anyone to praise this day in song.

We will crucify this pencil on the page,

so the rustling of pages, like the rustling of flags,

Will rustle over the foreheads of years.
The Biblically inspired imagery develops further into Mayakovsky’s Christ-like pose, by which
poetry acquires salvatory properties: ‘crucifixion’ of the pencil on the page not only promises, but
is almost a precondition for a new era embodied by triumphal writing and flags.®?® Mayakovsky
perhaps adjusts his Christ pose for the needs of the poema, but it recurs throughout Mayakovsky’s
writing before and after the revolution: in «A Bce-taku» (1914) Mayakovsky claims that “God will
weep over my little book!” («M1 Bor 3amnauer Hax Moei KHIKKO#»); in Mystery-Bouffe, a Christ-
like “most ordinary person” (camblii 0ObIKHOBeHHBIH yenoBek) Walks across waters of the flood to
promise socialist paradise to the ‘Unclean’ proletariat on the ark.

The introductory chapter, then, identifies Mayakovsky’s goal to tell the story of the

revolution as a simultaneously collective and individual story. It provides opportunity for the

327 Cf. the opening lines of «Bmecto oapi», written for celebration of Women’s Day in 1927: «MHue 6 xotesnoch / Bac
/ BOCTIETh / BO BIOXHOBEHHOIT 071, // TONBKO 0/1a / uT0-TO He BhIxomut». The reason that Mayakovsky cannot write an
ode, it turns out later in the poem, is the continued hardships that women faced, foremost among them domestic
violence, often induced or exacerbated by alcohol.

328 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 236.
329 Mayakovsky’s 1918 poema “Man” (“Chelovek™), which similarly features Mayakovsky in his Christ-like pose,

uses the image of a crucifix on its cover, with “Mayakovsky” on the vertical and “Chelovek™ on the horizontal axis,
meeting at their shared ‘0.’
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reader to recall personal experience of the revolution and fixates concrete memories of it through
an act of fervent reading (the repeated shelest') that replaces the khorugv' of the poem “Oktiabr"’
with Mayakovsky’s revolutionary chronicle, the ‘flag’ of new, non-epic verse. At the same time
Mayakovsky, in his typical fashion, desacralizes Biblical imagery in favor of his own new word

and the ‘living water’ of capital-f Fact.

Chapter 2: From February to October3%

Chapters 2-5 of Khorosho! focus on the period beginning with the February Revolution and
continuing to approximately October 1917. In these chapters, Mayakovsky focuses on specific
representatives of the Provisional Government — the immediate predecessor of the Bolshevik
government in which the Bolsheviks did not participate. Reference to the preceding imperial tsarist
regime is limited, and while Mayakovsky focuses on the comic yet severe incompetence of the
Provisional Government, he also begins to forecast the October Revolution.

In these chapters, no single counterpart to the villains of the Provisional Government
emerges as the hero. The rise of the Bolshevik party is intimated in Chapter 2, but the party does
not appear in action until the end of Chapter 5, when the scene shifts to the preparations of
anonymous Bolsheviks for the storming of the Winter Palace. The plot of the poema reaches its
nadir in these chapters, structurally emphasizing the inability of the Provisional Government to
address Russian needs and contrasting with the heroic chapters that bookend it, the above-

discussed ‘prologue’ of Chapter 1 and the historical culmination of the poema, the storming of the

330 T have subdivided analysis in a way conducive to this discussion. Mayakovsky’s own subdivisions were different:
in the version of the poema he submitted to Gosizdat for publication, they were: 1. Introduction (Chapter 1); 2. Part 1
(Ch. 2-8); 3. Part 2 (Ch. 9-17); 4. Part 3 (Ch. 18-19). These subdivisions, which roughly correspond to Mayakovsky’s
drafting of the poema, do not appear in the published version. The theatrical version of the poema, about which little
information is available, staged Part 1 (Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8,
441).



133

Winter Palace in Chapter 6. Although the following chapters evoke the difficulties of War
Communism and New Economic Policy, negative aspects of the early Soviet state are viewed
through a teleology leading to a much better present in 1927 (i.e., various aspects of contemporary
Soviet life appraised as khorosho in Chapter 17), in contrast to the attacks on Mayakovsky for so
frequently writing “about trash.”33! Chapters 2-5 show the darkness before the dawn of the Soviet
state.

This section presents analysis of the historical figures associated with the Provisional
Government and the techniques that Mayakovsky uses to delegitimize them. Although analysis
will refer the typology of early Soviet villains proposed by Eric Laursen, Mayakovsky’s villains
in these chapters do not fit so neatly into Laursen’s categories, as [ will demonstrate. In total, these
chapters present a sort of anti-pantheon against which the heroic pantheon emerging in subsequent
chapters implicitly contrasts. In these chapters, Mayakovsky deploys documentary materials,
personal reminiscences, well-known facts and rumors about the Provisional Government and its
representatives, at times allowing them to delegitimize themselves in the fashion of Aseev’s
Annenkov, at times conforming these factographic materials into an ideologically correct
perspective, and at times thrusting these figures into altogether ahistorical situations in which they

become targets of satire.

331 An example comes from a meeting of Molodaia gvardiia in Nizhnii Novgorod on 18 January 1927, at which
Mayakovsky listened to other poets recite their work. According to Katanian, Mayakovsky’s negative reaction to a
poem about love prompted the following exchange:

«Iouemy, Biagumup BiiagumupoBud, Bbl BCE IUILIETE O HEJOCTATKAX, O I'PSA3U, HE MUILIETE O IIPEKPACHOM,
0 po3ax?» — Sl He MOTy He mHcaTh O IpsA3u, 00 OTPULATEILHOM, IIOTOMY YTO B )KU3HH €CTh OYEHb MHOTO
JPSTHH, OCTABILEHCS OT CTaporo. S momoraro BBIMETaTh 3Ty JAPsiHb. Y 0epeM IpsiHb, PACIBETYT PO3bI, HAIUIITY
1 0 HUX).

“Vladimir Vladimirovich, why do you keep writing about deficiencies, about filth, why don’t you write about
the beautiful, about roses?” To this Mayakovsky replied: “I cannot not write about filth and bad things (the
negative?) because there is a lot of rubbish left in our life from the old. I'm helping to sweep out the rubbish.
Once we clear out the rubbish the flowers will bloom, then I’ll write about them too” (Katanian, Khronika
zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 366).
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Mayakovsky’s narrative begins with an impressionistic and polyphonic (in the literal sense
of ‘many-voiced’) depiction of the February Revolution.3¥ It evokes the confusion brought on by
the abdication of Nicholas Il, the installation of the Provisional Government and the onset of the
‘springtime of freedom,” and the creation of the Petrograd Soviet, which led to the political
condition referred to as dual power (dvoevlastie).3*? Although these chapters do not forecast the
October Revolution explicitly, the contrast between the weakness and falsity of the Provisional
Government and the demands of the people for social and political change imply a teleology
leading to it (even as nobody, the Bolsheviks included, could have predicted the outcome of the
coming months).

Foremost among the targets of Mayakovsky’s satire is Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerensky,
who first served in the Provisional Government as Minister of Justice, then Minister of War, and
finally, from July 1917, as its second chairman-minister.®3 In Laursen’s terms, Kerensky exhibits
traits of both the ‘alien’ and ‘beast’ types. Mayakovsky grounds his portrayal in rumors, stories,
and slogans relating to Kerensky from 1917 (and some subsequently). This is the factual material
that a ‘literature of fact’ required, even if some of those materials were based less in fact than on
public perception. Mayakovsky selects factual material that feminizes, dehumanizes, and

sensationalizes Kerensky as a contradictory but certainly negative figure: Kerensky is at once a

332 The temporal vagueness, together with conflation of the imperial past into a general composite, invite a Bakhtinian
interpretation of epic time in the poema. Rather than a world of “firsts and bests” (as Bakhtin defines it in “Epos i
roman”), it seems that Mayakovsky creates a sort of primordial world from which the revolution emerges and provides
order.

333 Tt is worth noting that Kerensky “had been active in setting up both institutions [and] served as liaison between
them” (Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 48).

334 Georgii L'vov, who does not appear by name (nor, as far as | can tell, obliquely) in Khorosho!, was the first
chairman-minister.
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garden-variety bourgeois intellectual, an attractive but ultimately vapid thespian, a mechanical
contraption, and a capricious despot.

The second chapter opens with an unspecified speaker, possibly a composite of many
voices and seeming to deliver a political speech, who reduces the confusion of political parties,
hopes, and ambitions to two basic sides:

«Konuaiite Botiny! / JloBonsro! / Bynet! / B aTom / TonoHOM romy —

HEBMOTOTY.

Bpanu: / «napona — / ceoboxa, / Buepen, / snoxa, / 3aps...» -

u 3ps.3%°

“End the war! Enough! That’ll do! In this year of famine —

this is more than we can take.

They lied: “freedom of the people, forward, the epoch, the dawn...” —

all for nothing.

The association of falsity and lying with enemies, it should be recalled, also appeared in Aseev’s
depiction of Annenkov and to a lesser extent in his depiction of Kolchak. This speech also
implicitly contrasts the sloganeers and deceivers of the Provisional Government with the Lefists’
emphasis on ‘fact’ as material for art, and thus suggests alignment between the Lefists and the
Bolshevik regime, even though in 1917 not all Futurists, still six years from naming themselves
Lefists, supported the Bolshevik party. In the opening of this chapter, the voice of the people has
the prominence of the first position, while the Bolshevik Party remains unnamed, although its
program is suggested in the speaker’s obvious dissatisfaction and demand to end Russian
involvement in World War 1.

The lines that follow logically could be uttered in spring or summer 1917, but only after

the expectation of reform has been deflated. The orator’s subsequent questions, rhetorically asked

335 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 237.
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and answered, guide the reader to the correct conclusion about the Provisional Government while
addressing that reader as if a soldier at the front:

I'ne 3emuis, / v e / 3akoH, / 4TOOBI 3eMITIO / BBIIATH / K JIETY? —

Hery!

Uro xe / maroT / 3a peBpansb, / 3a paboTty, / 3a TO, / 4TO C PpOHTOB / HE OEKUIIL?

w1336

Where is the land, and where is the law, to distribute the land by summer?

Nothing!

And what do they give for February, for our work, for the fact that you don’t desert the

front?

Nada!
These lines obliquely evoke the Bolshevik slogan introduced by Lenin in his April Theses: “Land,
Bread, and Peace.” Land reform and redistribution were key issues for the peasantry, which still
suffered from the impoverishing conditions of the 1861 emancipation of the serfs;33" the zakon
(law) in the first quoted line may refer to new policies on land ownership and use, but may also
refer to the general feeling of lawlessness and disorder that followed the initial euphoria of the
February Revolution.®® Another key issue of the February Revolution was fair pay and labor
conditions,®3 which related directly to the question of bread: after all, insufficient rations

contributed to the February demonstrations in Petrograd.3* Finally, the continuation of Russian

participation in World War | was highly divisive. The Bolsheviks vocally opposed the war, and as

336 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 237.

337 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 18-19.

338 As John Steinberg summarizes, in July 1917 “Prime Minister Kerensky wanted to be seen as a strong political
executive who could overcome disorder” (Steinberg, The Russian Revolution: 1905-1921 [Oxford, UK, and New
York: Oxford University Press, 2017], 77). See also Steinberg’s discussion of ‘anarchy’ and ‘shameful disorder’
(bezobrazie), 82-86.

339 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 45.

340 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 45.
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1917 progressed, soldiers at the front were poorly equipped and increasingly discontent.3*! In this
passage, presumably delivered from within Russia, apostrophe to an implied soldier unifies that
soldier with the rest of the proletariat, his military concerns with the domestic concerns of workers
and peasants.

At the end of the chapter, the rise of support for the Bolshevik party is mentioned more
explicitly and framed as a natural spread through the country, independent of political agitation:

To rpoMoM, / TO IEIOTOM / 3TOT PONOT
criomsan / u3 Kepenckoii / TIoppMBI-periera,
B nepeBnu / mien / mo TpaBaMm u Tpomnam,

B 3aBOJIaX / CTaJIbIO 3y0OB CKpEeXeTall.
Uysxue / maptuu / Opocaiy MBBIPKOM.

— Ha uro um / c6op / 6oaryHoB / mancs?! —
U ornaBanu / GONbIIIEBUKAM,

TPOIIH, / ¥ CHIIBL, / ¥ TOJIOCA.

J1o camoit / My>Xuubei / 3eMIISTHON OaIKu
JIOKaThIBallach C1aBa, — / JINJIACH / U CJIBLIA,
YTO €CTh / 32 MYKHKOB / KaKue-TO / «OOJbIIIaKu»
- y-y-y! / Cuna! — 342

Thundering, whispering, this grumble

crawled out of the Kerensky prison bars [literally prison-sieve],
walked to the villages on grasses and paths,

in factories gnashed steel teeth.

They tossed out other parties.

What good to them is a bunch of babblers?

And they gave to the Bolsheviks,

their half-kopecks, and strength, and voices.

To the earthiest muzhik noggin

rolled their fame, — flowing and gaining passing along,
that some kind of bol'shaki are for the peasants

- 000-000-000! Strength!

Despite the lack of human actors in this passage, description of the transformation of grumbling

(ropot) into support for the Bolsheviks appears in developmental and personified terms: it crawls

341 Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 53-4. Fitzpatrick notes that while morale at the front was sometimes
maintained, discontent grew especially among reserve troops garrisoned in Russia.

342 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 238-239.
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from the ‘Kerensky prison-sieve’ (implying a certain smallness), then walks to the villages, labors
in the factories, ‘gnashing steel teeth’ as if suffering under pre-socialist rule. The idea of Bolshevik
support spreading like rumors is further emphasized with the play on bol'shak (here perhaps both
a main road and the senior member of a family) as peasants sometimes heard the word
bol'shevik,** and the marking of non-standard stresses («mancs» rather than «zancs», for example,
which also allows the rhyme with «ronoca»).3** At the same time, this passage gestures towards
the spread of Bolshevik ideas and increased membership in the Bolshevik Party following the
February Revolution.3*> However, it generalizes the narod to a grammatically implied ‘they’ that
flows into the Bolshevik party as ‘strength,” a synthesis of the word with human bodies.

The depersonalized spread of Bolshevism in this passage contrasts with metonymic
wordplay that encapsulates the Provisional Government in names of two of its recognizable
representatives and leaves no question as to the speaker’s opinion of them:

Ha mee / kyueii / ['yukoBsl, / uepTu, / MUHUCTPBI, / Pom3sHKY. . .
Marsb ux 3a Horu!346

Guchkovs, devils, ministers, Rodziankos in a pile on our necks...
Grab their mother by the legs!

343 The term ‘Bolshevik,” derived from the word bol'shinstvo (‘majority’) emerged from the 1903 split of the Russian
Social-Democratic Labor Party into Lenin’s majority and Iuly (Julius) Martov’s minority, or Menshevik, factions.

Shchegolev writes of this word choice: “The characteristic little word (slovechko) bol'shaki subtly explains
that the peasantry, befuddled by the harangues of the SRs, still has a comparatively indistinct understanding of the
Bolshevik Party” (Shchegolev, Khudozhestvennoe masterstvo V.V. Maiakovskogo v poeme ‘Khorosho’ [Moscow:
Uchpedgiz, 1956], 12).

344 Unconventional placement of stress happens frequently in Khorosho! and elsewhere in Mayakovsky’s poetry.

345 Unlike other political parties, including those of the political left, the Bolsheviks did not participate in the Fourth
(or previous) Dumas, nor the Provisional Government. Membership numbers were low before the February
Revolution, but increased from 24,000 total membership (2,000 in Petrograd) to over 100,000 by April. By October,
membership in the Bolshevik Party had reached 350,000, including 60,000 in Petrograd and 70,000 in Moscow
(Fitzpatrick, The Russian Revolution, 53; Fitzpatrick notes that “the Bolsheviks never made any formal decision to
launch a mass recruitment drive, and seemed almost surprised by the influx,” and considers these numbers “shaky and
perhaps exaggerated”).

346 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 238.
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The names that Mayakovsky selects for this passage — Guchkov and Rodzianko — appear also in |
Myself, and there as here as a shorthand for the Provisional Government. In the chapter “26
February 1917 of | Myself, Mayakovsky even creates a verb from ‘Guchkov’:
IMomén ¢ aBromobumsimu k [yme. Brne3 B kabuner PomssHku. Ocmotpen Muimokosa.
Momunut. Ho MHE mo4emy-TO KaXKeTcsl, YTO OH 3aukaercsa. Uepes yac Hamoenu. YIIEN.
[IpuHsT Ha HECKOJIBKO THEH KOMaHIy ABTOMIKOJNON. I yuxoseem. Ctapoe oduiepbé mo-
crapoMy pacxaxkuBaer B Jlyme. Jlns MeHs sICHO — 3a 3TUM HEU30EKHO ceifuac xe
conuayucTel. bonbmieBuku. Ilumy B mepBble ke OHH peBomound [1o3TOXpOHHKY
«Pepomonusy». Uuraro iekuun — «bOJIbIIEBUKH HCKYCCTBAY.
Went with the automobiles to the Duma. Got into Rodzianko’s office. Looked Miliukov
over. He didn’t say anything, but for some reason it still seemed like he was stuttering.
After an hour, | got bored. Left. Took command of the Auto School for a few days.
Guchkov was in the air. The old officers took to strutting about the Duma just like in the
old days. It was clear to me: soon after this revolution, the socialists would take charge.
The Bolsheviks. In the first days of the revolution | wrote the chronicle-in-verse “The
Revolution.” Gave lectures — “The Bolsheviks of Art.”%*’
The verb ‘guchkoveet’ is categorized as an imperfective subjectless verb (bezlichnyi glagol) in
Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo and defined as “to develop under the influence of the politics of
Guchkov.”3%8 This use of singular personae as plural representatives of their types (despite Lef’s
theoretical dislike for literary typology) reflects Mayakovsky’s note to 150,000,000: “Those who
draw the Wilsons, Lloyd Georges, Clemenceaus sometimes show their mugs with moustaches,
sometimes not; but that’s beside the point because they’re all one and the same thing.”34°

In both I Myself and Khorosho!, Mayakovsky leaves no ambiguity as to how the

generalized and impersonalized people should respond to the Provisional Government, embodied

347 Mayakovsky, la sam, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie socheninii, vol. 1, 24. Italics added. Translation: in Vladimir
Mayakovsky: Selected Poems, trans. James McGavran Il (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2013), 24.

348 «Pa3BuBaTBCS MO BIMSIHUEM MONUTUKH ['yukoBa (0 MONMTHYECKOH, 0OmecTBeHHOM Ku3nu)». Valerii Valavin,
comp., Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo: Opyt slovaria okkazionalizmov (Moscow: Izdatel'skii tsentr Azbukowvnik,
2010), 147-148.

349 Maiakovskii, 150,00,000, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 137; gtd. in Jakobson, “On a
Generation that Squandered its Poets,” in Language and Literature, ed. Krystyna Pomorska and Stephen Rudy
(Cambridge, MA, and London: The Belknap Press of Harvard University, 1987), 278.
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in these two names.*? Onomastic deformation, together with the narrator’s closing comment,
underscore the ‘alien’ nature of the simultaneously specifically named and metonymically
generalized villains of the Provisional Government, while the strength of the Bolshevik word flows

out of captivity and into the people.

Chapter 3: Kerensky, Beastly Alien
Chapter 3 focuses on Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerensky (1881-1970) in an ill-defined temporal
setting that likely falls between February and October 1917. In terms of Laursen’s typology of
villains, Kerensky occupies an in-between position: while much of the discussion of Kerensky
frames him as ‘alien’ to the rising popular support for the Bolsheviks and the actual needs of the
people, he also appears perverted by power and willing to use that power in a ‘beastly’ way to
preserve it. While Kerensky bears characteristics of both of Laursen’s types, Mayakovsky attacks
Kerensky’s masculinity in various ways in these chapters. This complex satire of Kerensky,
corresponding to the variety of discourse on him, relies less on specific reference to Kerensky’s
policies and activities in 1917 than on evocation of well-known facts, rumors, and myths. The
chapter serves to delegitimize Kerensky in the eyes of the reader, primarily through feminization,
and conversely to justify the impending seizure of power by the Bolsheviks, who gain clarity
throughout the narration leading to Chapter 6 and the storming of the Winter Palace.

The chapter begins, however, with a broad historic overview of the tsarist state, leading to
oblique introduction of Kerensky:

apsm / qBopent / mocTpoua Pactperniu.

[apu poxxaanuce, / >Kuiu, / CTapenH.

JIBoperr / He tymaut / 0 BEPTIIIBOM MOCTpEIIE,
He rajiai, / 9To B KPOBaTH, / IJapuIlaM BBEPEHHOI,

350 Cf. Eisenstein’s depiction of the Cabinet of Ministers in the Provisional Government as bodiless suit jackets sitting
around a table. Corney refers to this as ‘phantom power’ (Corney, Telling October, 190).
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PacKMHETCS / KaKOM-TO TIPUCSKHBINA MOBEPEHHBII. 3!

For the tsars Rastrelli built a palace.

Tsars were born, lived, grew old.

The palace did not think about a scrappy rogue,

could not have guessed that in the bed entrusted to tsaritsas,
some attorney-at-law would sprawl.

These lines are notable for breaking Mayakovsky’s usual quatrain organization: on the basis of
their rhymes, they may be subdivided into an opening tercet (Pactpemu / crapenu / moctperne)
followed by a punning couplet (BBepennoii / nosepennsiii).?*? Prosodic variation accompanies
sweeping narration of the longstanding status quo in the Winter Palace, and thus underscores
Kerensky’s illegitimacy as a ‘troublemaker’ or ‘upstart’ (postrel).

In 1918 Mayakovsky evoked Rastrelli in the poem “Radovat'sia rano” (“It’s too early to
rejoice”), which offers no sympathy to pre-revolutionary culture and connects it with the White
counter-revolutionary movement in the first year of civil war:

bynyuee uiem.

Hcexonunu BEPCTHI TOPLIOB.
A camu

paccenInch KiIaI0uIem,
MIPUIABIIEHBI IUTUTAMU JBOPLIOB.
benorsapaeiina

HalleTe — U K CTEHKE.

A Padasns 3a0b11u?
3abbun PacTtpernm BbI1?
Bpewms

yJIIMA

10 CTEHKE MY3€€B TCHbKATh.

351 This is similar to Aseev’s introduction of Annenkov, who does not receive a name until much later in the chapter,
in Semyon Proskakov. The notable difference here is that Kerensky was extremely well-known and was likely
recognizable by this description alone, whereas Annenkov was far less notorious to the average Soviet reader.

Mayakovsky returns to the image of Kerensky in the bed of Aleksandra Fedorovna in the conclusion to
Chapter 5: «brrts / Kepéuckomy // 6ury u oGompany! // Yk msr / mogsimem / ¢ napésoii kposaru // sty / camyro /
Anexcannpy ®enoposuy» (“Let Kerensky be beat and flayed! / We’ll raise this Aleksandra Fedorovna herself / from
the tsarist bed” (Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 253).

352 Subsequent lines follow a quatrain structure.
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CToroiMOBKaMH IJIOTOK CTaphe paccTpenupaii !

We search for the future.

We’ve covered versts of wooden paving blocks.
But we ourselves

have settled down like a cemetery,

weighed down by the slabs of palaces.

If you find a White Guardist,

push him to the wall and shoot him.

So you forgot Rafael?

Forgot Rastrelli, did you?

Itis time

for bullets

to jingle along museum walls.

Fire on the old with the hundred-inch guns of your gullets!

The binary opposition here between old and new, separated implicitly by the revolution, links ‘us’
with the future. Halina Stephan refers to this poem as “a statement on the necessity of separating
the new art from former artistic traditions,”3>* but it connects political and cultural questions in a
literalization of oppression (“weighed down by the slabs of palaces”) comparable to the political
imagery of Chapter 2 of Khorosho! (“Guchkovs, devils, ministers, Rodziankos in a pile on our
necks”). Just as the White Guard movement challenges Soviet power, so do the Renaissance
painter Rafael and Rastrelli represent the ‘old’ (star'e, a key word in Mayakovsky’s depiction of

his meeting with Aleksandr Blok by the Winter Palace in Chapter 7).3% The solution proposed to

353 Maiakovskii, “Radovat'sia rano,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 16.
34 Stephan, Lef and the Left Front of Arts, 11.

355 One wonders if Mayakovsky here also suggests distancing himself and the Russian Futurist movement from
Marinetti, whose 1914 visit to Russia ended in mutual disappointment for him and the Futurists. By 1918 Marinetti
was tending towards the fascism that Novyi Lef would later decry. For a summary of Marinetti’s visit and comparison
of Italian and Russian Futurism, see Barooshian, Russian Cubo-Futurism: A Study in Avant-Gardism (The Hague:
Mouton, 1974), 145-152.

Osip Brik’s article 1927 “My — futuristy” represents a rare instance of a (New) Lefist referring to the group
as Futurists; in it, he denounces attacks on the Lefists (Futurists, according to their enemies) on the basis of that
connection with Marinetti and fascism. Nikolai Khardzhiev later picked up Brik’s basic argument. In Erlich’s
summary: “Many years later, N. Chardziev, that keeper of the Futurist faith, was to subject Italian Futurism to quasi-
Marxist unmasking. ‘The Italian Futurists came into being as an ideology of the technical intelligentsia allied with
large financial and industrial bourgeoisie.” ‘Hence <...> Marinetti’s imperialism, militarism, espousal of cynical,
Machiavellian foreign policy.”” In the early days of Lef, however, Lefists used both terms, as does Sergei Tret'iakov



143

both the problems of the White Guard movement and the old culture of the past, at once represented
by and enclosed in museums as architectural monuments, is revolutionary violence and
destruction, underscored here by the rhyme Rastrelli vy / rasstrelivai, and continued later in the
poem, as Mayakovsky calls for dynamiting the statue of Tsar Alexander 11l on Znamenskaia
Ploshchad’ (today’s Ploshchad’ Vosstaniia).®*® At the same time, though, Mayakovsky models the
new art sonically through the ‘jingling’ of bullets on museum walls: in other words, destruction of
the past not only metaphorically clears space for the new art, but is also the new art itself.
Moreover, this new art connects directly to revolutionary violence through the enclosed rhyme k
stenke / tenkat'. The diminutive stenka therefore can be justified not only in prosodic terms
(rhyming with tenkat"), and not only by ironic diminution of ordinarily formidable museum walls
(stenka rather than stena, and in any case, a drastically different usage for museum walls than the
hanging of pictures), but also as a lightening of severity of revolutionary violence — which, in this
poem, is part and parcel with the new art.

In the opening to Chapter 3 of Khorosho! Mayakovsky introduces Kerensky, without use
of his name, as an unexpected phenomenon occupying the same building, the Winter Palace. 3’

Indeed, the ‘palace,” synecdoche for the tsars, but also as an architectural monument to Russia’s

in his article “Otkuda i kuda.” See Brik, “My — futuristy,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 49-52; Nikolai Khardzhiev,
“Veselyi god Maiakovskogo,” in Vladimir Majakovskij: Memoirs and Essays, ed. Bengt Jangfeldt and Nils Ake
Nilsson (Stockholm: Almgvist and Wiksell International, 1975) 119-120, qtd. in Erlich, “The Place of Russian
Futurism in the Avant-Garde” 8; Tret'iakov, “Otkuda i kuda? Perspektivy futurizma,” in Lef, no. 1 (1923), 192-203,
gtd. in Dobrenko, Aesthetics of Alienation, 61.

3% These lines conceal a more complex relationship between Mayakovsky, pre-revolutionary culture, and the nascent
Bolshevik government in 1917, as exhibited in his participation in the Union of Creative Workers (Soiuz deiatelei
iskusstv), in which figures including Aleksandr Benua (Benois), Aleksandr Blok, Osip Brik, Feodor Chaliapin,
Vsevolod Meyerhold, and Il'ia Zdanevich, among others, also participated.

357 Cf. Aseev’s introduction of Annenkov in Semyon Proskakov, which similarly describes the character before
revealing his name. If Aseev discusses Annenkov as a figure of the civil war whose destructive tendencies may still
be felt in the ‘hooligans’ of the NEP era, though, Mayakovsky emphasizes the singularity of Kerensky as a
phenomenon — at least until the appearance of the parasitic lawyer Komarovsky in Pasternak’s Doctor Zhivago.
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cultural heritage, “could not have guessed” that “some lawyer” would later take residence in it -
and with it, political power. Although representing a break from the succession of tsars, who “were
born, lived, and grew old” in the Winter Palace, the definition of Kerensky first as a lawyer
(prisiazhnyi poverennyi, the pre-revolutionary term) highlights the fact that Kerensky’s power was
not underwritten by popular support or decision.®*® Kerensky’s rise from petty bourgeois origins
to the bureaucratic class perhaps also predispose him to Mayakovsky’s criticism.

Katanian argues that Mayakovsky relied on widespread views of Kerensky from 1917: that
is, that rumors, including the rumor that Kerensky slept in the tsarina’s bed, have no specific
sources, but “simply were preserved from that time in Mayakovsky’s memory.”3%° The second
reference to rumors in 1917 — that Kerensky slept in the bed of tsarina Aleksandra Feodorovna —
supports Katanian’s argument. Therefore, this feminization of Kerensky’s persona cannot be called
Mayakovsky’s invention: whether he believed this rumor to be true or not, he captures one of the
ways in which popular society questioned Kerensky’s legitimacy, in this case, in a sensational,
tabloid-like rumor. Rumors about Kerensky supported the view of him as effeminate and
connected him directly to negative images of Aleksandra Feodorovna. Kolonitskii writes:

Adherents of various political views emasculated Kerensky and deprived him of his
manliness. Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerensky became known as ‘Aleksandra Fedorovna,” a

358 To the best of my knowledge, there is no study focusing on images of lawyers in literature of the pre-revolutionary
and immediate post-revolutionary period. Earlier images of law, including lawyers, in the works of Gogol have been
analyzed by Naomi Olson in her dissertation The Problem of the Law: Nikolai Gogol and Nineteenth-Century Russian
Literature.

Historian Robert Sharlet describes a “revolution of law” in the late 1920s, arguing that this revolution was
part of the broader cultural revolution of the time. Moreover, legal scholars like E.B. Pashukanis maintained that “law
was rooted in the institution of private property,” from which he “derived his complex theory of law as a uniquely
‘bourgeois’ phenomenon.” Pashukanis therefore envisioned a “withering of the law” that would proceed together with
the withering of the state. See Sharlet, “Pashukanis and the Withering Away of Law,” in Cultural Revolution in Russia,
1928-1931, 171-72.

Lawyers also qualified as “bourgeois specialists,” a group that was simultaneously necessary and reviled.

359 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 290. It is worth recalling here Mayakovsky’s description of Khorosho! as
featuring “facts of varying historical caliber.” Whether Mayakovsky believed this or any other rumor about Kerensky,
he creates a villainous portrait of Kerensky through evocation of views on him in 1917.
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reference to images of the last empress and qualities attributed to her: debauchery and
betrayal. [Zinaida] Gippius, in autumn 1917, referred to her former friend as a ‘petticoat
revolutionary.” G.V. Plekhanov was accredited with the following characterization of
Kerensky: the ‘Sarah Bernhardt from Tsarevokokshaisk.” By the same token the founder
of Russian Marxism identified three commonly acknowledged characteristics of Kerensky:
his capacity for acting, his femininity, and his provincialism. 3

Nonetheless, Mayakovsky’s feminization of Kerensky has a direct antecedent in his
revolutionary poetry. Katanian identifies a short poem, written as a caption to illustrations and
published without attribution to Mayakovsky in the “Panopticon” section of the satirical journal
Krasnyi Perets in 1924,%! in which this same aspect of Kerensky’s life in the Winter Palace is
satirized:

NoNe 16, 18 m 19 — Dro

Anekcanyapa @egoporuua KepeHCKOro HCTOpHYECKUE TIPEIMETHI:
1apckasi KpoBarka,

JieBas epyaTKa

U SA3BIK, KOTOPBIH OOBUJI KaK 3MHH €ro

1 JIOBEJI HEMHOTI'0 IoJiabliie, 4yem 1o Kuepa.

Pictures 16, 18, and 19 — these are

the historical objects of Aleksandr Fyodorovich Kerensky:
the little royal bed,

a left glove

and a tongue that enwrapped him like a serpent

and led [him] even a bit farther than Kiev.

Notable in this fragment is the inversion of nominative and genitive phrases, a sort of garden-path
sentence in which once might initially think that tsarina Aleksandra Fedorovna Romanova is the
subject. This phrasing associates Kerensky with the tsarina in an attack on Kerensky’s legitimacy.

Moreover, the continuity between this poem and depiction of Kerensky in Khorosho!, separated

30 Kolonitskii, “Russian Leaders of the Great War and Revolutionary Era in Representations and Rumors,” trans.
Diana Statham, in Cultural History of Russia in the Great War and Revolution, 1914-1922, ed. Murray Frame et al
(Bloomington: Slavica, 2013), 46-7.

31 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 305. This same journal is an object of Bulgakov’s satire on the
overabundance of all things ‘red’ in The Fatal Eggs. Aseev’s 1920 poem “Kumach” is another example.
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by a decade, provide Mayakovsky with an argument for being on the right side of history since the
beginning.

In Khorosho! Mayakovsky returns to the image of Kerensky in the Winter Palace, now
connecting it to Kerensky’s background as a lawyer, his provincial upbringing, and his rapid
political rise to present Kerensky as an illegitimate pretender to the throne. «Ot op:10B, / ot Bi1acTH,
 onesin / u xpyxeBua // ronosa / npucsbkHOro nosepernoro / kpyxurcs» (“From the eagles, from
power, blankets and lacework / the lawyer’s head spins”). That is, imperial symbols and political
power appear alongside domestic imagery, the combined impression of which illustrates
Kerensky’s illegitimacy: the Winter Palace is not Kerensky’s domain, and his head spins from the
combination of politics and royal finery. The idea of illegitimacy goes together with Kerensky’s
rise to power: in these lines he is not the Chair of the Provisional Government, but a backwater
lawyer.362 All that said, Mayakovsky cannot push this point too far: although he never became a
practicing lawyer, Lenin also studied to become a lawyer, and like Kerensky, was born and raised
in the provinces. This perhaps also explains Mayakovsky’s use of the prerevolutionary term
prisiazhnyi poverennyi.

Subsequently two contrasting versions of Kerensky emerge in compliment to those
discussed above: Kerensky as a Napoleonic figure and Kerensky as feminized double of empress
Aleksandra Fedorovna. Kolonitskii writes that in autumn 1917, “The characterization of Kerensky
as a Napoleonic figure acquired new significance. Increasingly he was described as a phony
Napoleon, a politician who was trying to play the role of Napoleon while lacking the necessary

political and personal qualities (his reputation as an ‘actor’ reinforced this).”363 This view of

362 Kolonitskii notes that naming Kerensky as a ‘False Dmitrii’ was widespread in conservative circles by autumn
1917. These same circles previously referred to him as ‘Minin’ or ‘Pozharsky.’

363 K olonitskii, “Russian Leaders,” 47.
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Kerensky had in fact emerged by spring 1917, although Kolonitskii notes that public opinion
became increasingly polarized in the leadup to the June “Kerensky Offensive,”%%* with some
viewing in Kerensky “a unique leader-cum-savior,” while others saw in him “the gravedigger of
the Revolution,” although “for a time Kerensky’s image served to unite a number of moderate
socialists, several liberals, and even groups of nationalists.”36°

Mayakovsky relegates Kerensky’s Bonapartist reputation from impressive political stature
to physical caricature.®® «I'naza / y uero / 6onanapteu // u usera / 3aumtHoro / ¢ppenu» (“His
eyes are Bonapartian / and the green color of his military field jacket”).%¢” Bonapartii, another of
Mayakovsky’s neologisms,*®® appears as a short-form soft-stem adjective that fits the word-
formation paradigm common in adjectives from names of animals (medvezhii, ‘ursine,” or ribii,
‘fishlike,” for example).3%® Reference to the military green field jacket also corresponds with
common physical description of Kerensky — a somewhat risky point for Mayakovsky to

emphasize, given the outrage his own yellow jacket (zheltaia kofta) had been causing around the

same time.370

364 Also known as the June or July Offensive (depending on the calendar), the Kerensky Offensive was the Russian
Army’s final attempt to gain territory in Galicia. Hans Rogger refers to it as a “military débacle" (Rogger, Russia in
the Age of Modernisation and Revolution, 1880-1917 [London and New York: Longman, 1983], 282). The offensive
was one of Kerensky’s last actions as Minister of War before becoming Prime Minister in early July.

365 K olonitskii, “Russian Leaders,” 43.
366 Kolonitskii cites one of Trotsky’s speeches at the Petrograd Soviet in 1917 as an example (Kolonitskii, “Russian
Leaders,” 47); for extended discussion of Trotsky’s role in “the formation of the image ‘Kerensky-Bonaparte’,” see

Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 332-335.

367 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 240-1. Again | coin a neologism,
‘Bonapartian,’ to approximate Mayakovsky’s.

368 Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 76.

369 This image correlates quite well with Aseev’s description of Annenkov in Semyon Proskakov, in which the
narrowness of Annenkov’s eyes suggest a certain evil.

370 See, for example, Ivanov-Razumnik, “Misteriia ili buff?,” in Vladimir Mayakovsky (Misteriia ili buff) (Berlin:
Skify, 1922).
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The image of Kerensky as a new Russian Napoleon entails abuse of power and aspirations
to fame.3"* If the finery of the Winter Palace set Kerensky’s head spinning upon arrival, ascent to
the head of the Provisional Government now leaves him “intoxicated by his own fame / drunker
than forty-degree [proof] vodka” («On cam / ombsiHeH / cBoeto cinaBoit // mbsiHEl, / yem
copokarpanycnoii»).3’? In this chapter, Kerensky proves quite willing to wield his power as if
drunk, and his speech reflects that sense of drunkenness, hardly resembling that of a competent
political actor capable of careful consideration or a figure that would move Russia out of its tsarist
past:

«Arpapubie? / beciopsinku? / Psin?

[omnure, / 3TOT, / KaK ero, — / KapaTeabHbIN

oTpsia!

Jlenun? / bonbmeBuku? / Apectyiite 1 BEUIOBHTE!

Yro? / He naror? / He cibiry 6e3 oukos. "3

Kcraru... / 06 ero mpeBocxoautenbcTre. .. / Kopaumosge...

Henb3s m / croBoputhes / crona / kazaakon?!.»374

“Agrarian? Riots? The ranks?

371 In his analysis of Kerensky’s ‘Bonapartism,” Kolonitskii references Marina Tsvetaeva’s May 1917 poem «U xro-
TO, YyIaB Ha Kapry...» as an example of a positive interpretation of Kerensky’s symbolic connections to Napoleon,
and to Tsvetaeva herself as one of Kerensky’s “enraptured adorers” (a phrase borrowed from the biographer O.
Leonidov). Kolonitskii summarizes: “For Tsvetaeva the French emperor was a great historic figure who towered over
countless mediocrities” (Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 335-36).

In 2014 an auction house in Moscow offered a copy of Tsvetaeva’s Tsar-Devitsa signed to Kerensky in 1924
with the inscription «Jloporomy Asexcannpy ®emnoposuay KepeHCKOMY — pyCcCKyIo CKasKy, Tie HHUTO He CIIaIUTCs».
https://russkiymir.ru/en/news/135124/

372 In the next chapter, Mayakovsky references the ban on alcohol sales in Petrograd at the time, which loyal officers
were able to circumvent.

373 Grigorii Vinokur cites these lines, along with others from other works, as an example of Mayakovsky’s “disjunction
of words within an expression based on replacement of one part of an expression with some new and unexpected
material” («pa3001ieHre CII0B BHYTPH BBIPAKEHHSI, KOTOPOE OCHOBAHO HA MOJAMEHE OJIHOU YaCTH BHIPAKEHHS KaKHM-
HUOY/Ib HOBBIM U HEOXKHIaHHBIM MaTepuanom».). See Vinokur, Maiakovskii — novator iazyka (Moscow: Sovetskii
pisatel', 1943), 108.

Kirill Vishnevsky also emphasizes the strangeness of this phrase but views it as indicative of Kerensky’s
incompetence. However, he also suggest an association not with phrases like «He Buxxy 6e3 oukos», but with the
idiomatic phrase «HameHbTe 04KH, eciiv Bbl Oe3rpamoTHbIi». Vishnevskii, Poema V.V. Maiakovskogo “Khorosho”:
Kommentarii (Moscow: Prosveshchenie, 1987), 43.

374 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 220. Kerensky’s speech continues to
consider saving the now-deposed Nikolai Il from arrest by the Petrograd Soviet by sending him to his cousin George
V in England.


https://russkiymir.ru/en/news/135124/
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Send that, what’s it called, — the punitive

division!

Lenin? Bolsheviks? Arrest them, catch them all!

What? They’re not letting you? Can’t hear without my glasses.
By the way... about his excellency... Kornilov...

Can’t he get some Cossacks here?”

Kerensky’s dominant idea in this passage is to use force to quash opposition, whether coming from
rural localities, Lenin and the Bolsheviks, or urban workers. On this passage Pitskel' comments:
YIMBUTENBbHO KpacHOpPEYMBA 3Ta 3allMHKA, C KOTOPOM OH MPOU3HOCUT, HAKOHEI,
BBIPAKCHUC ((KapaTeJIBHBIfI oTpsA»: OHO PEKET HEKHOC CONIAIIATCIIbCKOC YXO 3TOI0
3a0BIBIIIETO «M KJIACCHI U napTun» MOJIUTUYCCKOro ACATCIIA. Ho CMyHIacT €ro, KOHC4YHO,
TOJILKO CJIOBO: camMO MO ceOe )IGI\/'ICTBI/IC, BBIPAXKXCHHOC 3THUM IOHATHEM, — KCCTOKOC
MOAaBJICHUEC KPECTBAHCKUX BBICTyTIJ'IeHI/II\/'I — KaxkeTCaA €My BIIOJHC JOIMYCTUMBIM U
HpI/IeMJIeMbIM.375
Surprisingly eloguent is this stumble in speech by which he pronounces, finally, the phrase
‘punitive division’: it grates the delicate compromiser ear of this political figure that forgot
‘both classes and parties.” But what bothers him, of course, is just the word: the act
expressed by this concept itself — harsh suppression of peasant uprisings — seems to him
entirely permissible and reasonable.
This passage seems not so much eloquent as confused: surely the person with the authority to
summon a military force ought to know its name and should treat it greater seriousness than
Kerensky’s use of the diminutive kazachki suggests. Kerensky’s oratory comes into consideration
elsewhere, but here, it seems that he is confused about the mechanisms of violence at his disposal,
which include General Lavr Kornilov, whose leadership of Cossack forces into Petrograd in July
1917 has been understood as a possible attempt at a coup, but otherwise as a misunderstanding

between Kornilov and Kerensky about the former’s task to maintain order.®’® It is, as best as I can

tell, the only direct or indirect reference to Kornilov in the poema.

375 Faina Pitskel', Poema Maiakovskogo Khorosho!, 141, qtd. in Vishnevskii, Poema V.V. Maiakovskogo “Khorosho”,
42.

376 Steinberg emphasizes the confusion of the Kornilov uprising/coup, from the sides of Kornilov and Kerensky and
the Provisional Government and in interpretations among various sections of Russian society. See Steinberg, The
Russian Revolution, 77-78.
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Kerensky’s speech continues for several more lines in a similarly confused fashion marked
by frequent ellipses. But Kerensky’s voice faces other limits. In a manner similar to Aseev’s
treatment of Annenkov, Mayakovsky delegitimizes Kerensky’s speech through narratorial
commentary. Oratorial abilities eventually connect with the view of Kerensky as an actor, but
Mayakovsky initially treats these aspects of Kerensky’s persona separately. Following evocation
of Kerensky’s ‘Bonaparte’ eyes, the idea of speech, speeches, and speechifying comes to the fore;

yet it is not Kerensky’s voice that is heard, but the narrator’s:
Cnosa u ciosa. / Oraecnonas nasa.’’

Bonraer / copokoii paocTHOM.

OH cam / omibsiHEH / CBOCIO CITaBOM

MIBbSTHEH, / 4eM COpOKarpaayCcCHOM.

CrnymaiiTe, / moka He ycTaHeTe,

Kak 1e0edeT HHOM abloTaHTHK: S 8

Words and words. Fire-worded lava.

He chatters like a happy magpie.

He himself is drunk on his own fame

drunker than the forty-degree stuff.

Listen, while you’re still not worn out,

to how another little aide-de-camp warbles:

In Fitzpatrick’s evaluation, “the whole affair [the July Days and Lenin’s decision not to capitalize on
disorders in Petrograd] damaged Bolshevik morale and Lenin’s credibility as a revolutionary leader” (Fitzpatrick, The
Russian Revolution, 59).

377 «Ornecnosslii» is another of Mayakovsky’s neologisms (Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 347).
Kerensky’s reputation as a passionate orator justifies this phrase in part, but it is not clear to me why Mayakovsky
describes Kerensky’s speech as lava. Perhaps it can be read as a synthesis of water and fire, two important motifs in
Khorosho! It is curious to note that Mayakovsky used this word once elsewhere: in his 1915 essay “A Drop of Tar”
(“Kaplia degtia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 349-51), to describe supposedly dead Futurism.

In this instance there does not appear to be any immediate context of 1927 to justify the adjective. Two
earthquakes happened in Crimea in 1927, where there also are volcanoes, but they are inactive. As best as | can tell,
no significant volcanic eruptions happened in Mayakovsky’s immediate temporal context.

Lava perhaps contrasts with the spread of Bolshevism in Chapter 3 and could also suggest a slow, oozing
perniciousness to Kerensky’s rhetoric. Searches of Pravda for 1925-1927 yield many results (many of them false, for
example, usages of glavnyi or Lavrenty), but closer examination might be clarifying.

The actor Narokov is cited in Kolonitskii’s study of Kerensky as using the phrase «MHOropeunsas naBa», but
the similarity seems likely coincidental, as the memoirs Kolonitskii cites were not published until 1956, and there are
no grounds to assume that Mayakovsky would have known or heard this phrase from Narokov or anyone else at the
time.

378 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 241.
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The opening line quoted here evokes Hamlet’s response to Polonius, and thus again suggests
Kerensky’s illegitimacy.®”® Even Kerensky’s famous oratorial abilities are dismissed by
unflattering comparison with a “joyful magpie.” The idea of falsity in Kerensky’s words is called
into question twice again in this short excerpt: first by drunkenness with power, actualized in the
impaired speech seen above and underscored by hyperbolic description of Kerensky as “drunker
than vodka.”3® Kerensky’s power-drunk verbosity also ‘bares the device,” in Formalist terms, of
how to interpret Kerensky’s speech, implicitly warning the reader that its fragmentariness arises
from a figurative intoxication with power.

Mayakovsky does not incorporate Kerensky’s own voice a second time in this chapter.
When it appears again in Chapter 6, the negative interpretation requires no similar commentary.
In that speech, Mayakovsky paraphrases one of Kerensky’s most famous phrases, in which he
referred to the Russian people as «B36ynToBaBmmecs pabe» (“slaves in revolt”).%! | return to that
phrase with attention to its context in analysis of Chapter 6. Here again Mayakovsky does not
reference a famous historical point for the first time. He had paraphrased this quotation in Vladimir
II'ich Lenin in description of the July Days:

— Pa6 B30ynTOBasca! / [Ineramu, / 1a B KpoBb ero!

U pyuky / KepeHCKOro / BOJIST MPUKAa30M —

Ha mymiky Jlennna! / B Kpectsl 3uHoBBEBA!
U naprus / cHOBa / yiuia B TOAMONbE, 382

378 Katanian’s notes to the Polnoe sobranie sochinenii remind the reader that Lenin had written about Kerensky’s
‘Bonapartism’ (Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 13, 442); the article in
question is “Nachalo Bonapartizma,” Rabochii i soldat, no. 6, 29 July 1917.

380 Alcohol sales were banned during World War | (Steinberg, The Russian Revolution, 138). There were ways around
the ban: the first half of Chapter 5 shows two pro-Provisional Government military officers at a fancy restaurant,
drinking contraband vodka out of teacups.

381 However, Mayakovsky incorporates parts of Kerensky’s reminiscences on the storming of the Winter Palace into
this chapter, to be discussed below.

382 Maiakovskii, Vladimir II'ich Lenin, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 278-279. Here Mayakovsky
references the aftermath of the July Days: the Provisional Government issued arrest warrants for Lenin and Zinov'ev,
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— The slave has risen up! Lashes, until he bleeds!
And they take the pen of Kerensky like an order —
Lenin in your sights! Zinovev to Kresty [Prison]!
And the party again went underground.

Having warned the reader of the danger, but also the vacuousness of Kerensky’s voice, the narrator
diverts readerly attention to the birdlike ‘chirping’ of one of his aides-de-camp. Through that voice,
the reader learns, or is prompted to recall, Kerensky’s voice without having to actually hear it, and
with the warning it could have a negative effect (“listen while you’re still not worn out”).

However, Mayakovsky acknowledges Kerensky’s popularity in mid-1917. As the aide-de-
camp describes:

«Taxkue ciyvau ObUTH —

OH eJIeT / B aBTOMOOMIIE.

VY3HaBIIH, / KTO / M KOTOPBIH, —

TOJITIA PACIIpsTiia MOTOPHI!

B3amen / nomaauHON CHITBI

cama / Ha pykax Hocua!» 383

“There were situations like this —

he is riding in an automobile.

Having found out who and which, —

the crowd unharnessed the motors!

In exchange for horsepower

they carried him in their own arms!”
These lines acknowledge Kerensky’s significance to at least some people at the time, and receive
corroboration in Kolonitskii’s study of Kerensky, in which he cites the reminiscences of a female
student on a visit by Kerensky to Odessa:

Korna nokasancst asromoOuibs Munuctpa (T. €. Kepenckoro), Tonmna Opocunacs K HEMY,

IIPOPBAB COJIAATCKYIO Lienb. B cTpaliHol 1aBKe IeByIIKa 4yTh HE MOTEPsiIa CO3HAHUE, HO
3TO HE YMEPHJIO €€ SHTY3Ha3Ma.

the former of whom went into hiding in Finland, and arrested Trotsky and other Bolsheviks (Fitzpatrick, The Russian
Revolution, 59-60). Kolonitskii notes that Kerensky in fact used this phrase in April and contrasts it with appraisals of
Kerensky as “a great citizen” (velikii grazhdanin; Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 221).

383 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 241.
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When the automobile of the minister (that is, Kerensky) appeared, the crowd threw itself
at it, breaking through the chain of soldiers. In the terrible crush a girl almost lost
consciousness, but this did not dampen her enthusiasm. 384
Kolonitskii finds another example of this sort of response to Kerensky in the biography Vozhd'
svobody A.F. Kerenskii by one O. Leonidov:
TCpHI/ICT nyTb KepeHCKOPO, HO aBTOMOOWIIBb €T0 YBUT pPO3aMH. H(CHH.II/IHLI 6p0C3.IOT eMy
JaHJBIIIA ¥ BETKU CUPEHH, APYTHe OepyT 3TH LBETHI U3 €ro PYK U ACIST MEXKIY COo0O0I0,
KaK TaJIMCMaHbl U aMYJICTEI.
Thorny is the path of Kerensky, but his automobile is wreathed in roses. Women throw
him lilies-of-the-valley and lilac branches; others take these flowers from his hands and
share them among themselves like talismans and amulets.38°
In Mayakovsky’s rendition, the physical power of people replaces the horsepower of the vehicle,
ironically foreshadowing Kerensky’s later escape from the Winter Palace in a run-down
automobile, seen in Chapter 6. At the same time, though, the ‘crowd’ (tolpa) bears negative
connotations that the ‘people’ (narod) does not. These lines also contrast Kerensky with
Mayakovsky himself, since Mayakovsky was drafted into the Military Automobile School in 1917,
in which he served until August.38®
Breaking from the aide-de-camp’s speech, the narrator takes control of interpretation of
this scene:
B ammogricmenTHOM / TI1€CKE

npembep / mporuibiBaeT / Hag HeBckuwm,
Y JaMBbl, / U ICTU-TTy3aHIHKU

384 Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 320.
385 Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 181.
386 On Mayakovsky’s military service in 1917, see Efim Dinershtein, “Maiakovskii v fevrale-oktiabre 1917 goda,” in

Literaturnoe nasledstvo, vol. 65, 541-570. The relative ease of this military service, as Dinershtein describes it, is
perhaps also testified in the fact that Jangfeldt does not mention it in his biography of Mayakovsky.
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KUJaIo0T / IBETHI U po3anunku. e’

In an applausatory splash

the premier floats above Nevsky,
and ladies, and potbellied children
throw flowers and rosebuds.

That is, the crowd in which Kerensky enjoys popularity is limited to high-society women and
overfed children — hardly a show of mass support for the minister. Nonetheless, this detail reflects
displays of affection for Kerensky: Kolonitskii further notes that “bringing flowers to Kerensky
became an important ritual of greeting him.”3%

This passage prefigures the parodic representation of Kerensky as Onegin in Chapter 4.
The ‘applausatory splash’ seen here has something in common with Onegin’s arrival to the theater
in Chapter 1, stanza XXI:

Bce xmomaer. OHeruH BXOOUT,

Npner mex kpecen o Horam,

JIBOIHO JIOPHET CKOCSICh HABOJIUT

Ha noxxn He3HaKOMBIX JaM.

As all applaud, Onegin enters —

And treads on toes to reach his seat:

His double glass he calmly centers

On ladies he has yet to meet.38°

Here, of course, Onegin observes the norm of the theater to wait for a break in the performance

before entering. Nonetheless, it is not difficult to imagine Onegin feeling as though the crowd were

387 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 241. «AmioaucmenTHslii» is another
neologism; I have created the word ‘applausatory’ as an approximation (Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo,
54).

388 Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 181.
389 pyshkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, ed. Boris Tomashevskii, vol. 6 (Leningrad:

Nauka, 1977-1979), 13; Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans. James Falen (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1995),
13.
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applauding him. Insofar as the Kerensky-Onegin connection becomes explicit in Chapter 4, one
might also wonder if Mayakovsky hoped the reader would recall the remainder of this stanza:

«Bce spychl OKHHYI B30pOM,

Bcé Bunen: aunamu, ydopom
V:kacHO HEOOBOJIEH OH;

C My’>XuMHaMH O BCEX CTOPOH
Packnansiiicsi, HoTOM Ha CIieHY

B GomnbIioM paccesiHbe B3TISHY,
OTBOpOTHIICS — U 3€BHYII,

N monBun: «Becex mopa Ha CMEHY;
banets! nonro s Tepnen,

Ho u Tuamo MHe Hag0em.

He takes a single glance to measure

These clothes and faces with displeasure;
Then trading bows on every side

With men he knew or friends he spied,

He turned at last and vaguely fluttered

His eyes toward the stage and play —

Then yawned and turned his head away:
‘It’s time for something new,” he muttered,
‘I’ve suffered ballets long enough,

But now Didelot is boring stuff.3%

The actor Kerensky, then, is doubly implicated as an obsolete and tiring performer and a
hypocritical dandy, unaware that he also requires replacement (smena). The reader, however, must
be aware that Kerensky’s days are numbered, and the chapter thus builds anticipation of the
October Revolution in Chapter 6.

The image of Kerensky as an actor emerges despite the absence of that word itself through

the applause and flower-throwing of the crowd.3% Furthering the image of Kerensky as actor and

3% pyshkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 13-14; Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans.
Falen, 13.

391 At the same time, this symbolism evokes the scenes quoted above from Kolonitskii’s study: Kerensky’s political
career unquestionably brought with it a high degree of celebrity.
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mirroring Onegin’s wish for a change in repertoire, subsequent depiction presents Kerensky as
constantly changing roles:

Ecnu x / ¢ 6e3paboTsl / 3arpycTurcs

cam / cebst / yBepeHHO U OBICTPO

Ha3zHa4daer — / TO BOCHHBIM, TO IOCTHUIINH,

TO KaKUM-HUOY b / emme / MUHHCTpoM. 392

If he grows sad from lack of work,

he names himself, self-assuredly and quickly,

first minister of war, then of justice,

then some other minister.
Evoking the ‘ministerial leapfrog’ of the Provisional Government but also naming each of
Kerensky’s titles in it, Mayakovsky links political power with theatrics and the idea that Kerensky
acts (in both senses) primarily for his own amusement and self-aggrandizement. In doing so, he
deploys tactics familiar to the general population from the tsarist era: in the face of civil disorder,
his first response is to call in the literal cavalry.

The narrator provides the emphatic final appraisal of Kerensky in this chapter. In it,
Mayakovsky acknowledges that Kerensky occupies but an auxiliary place in the narrative of the
October Revolution, and indeed has been inscribed in it artistically, but argues that Kerensky is

ultimately to be remembered as a sort of historical curiosity:

[TpULIUT K UCTOPHH, / IPOHYMEPOBAH / U CKPEILIEH,
u ero / pucytor — / u Bponckuii u Pernun 3%

Tacked on to history, numbered and tagged,
and who draws him but Brodsky and Repin.

Both Isaak Brodsky and llya Repin painted portraits of Kerensky in 1917, both featuring the

military green field jacket mentioned earlier. At the same time, the idea of fixing Kerensky in some

392 \Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 241-242.

338 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 243.
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sort of scrapbook of the revolution and giving him a number in a catalog fits with both the
factographic tendencies of the poema and with Istpart’s 1927 calls for “relics” of the revolutionary
era.3%

This chapter of Khorosho! vividly evokes key elements of Kerensky’s persona and
reputation in order to delegitimize him. Katanian writes that in Mayakovsky’s satiric work of 1917,
“It was in no way possible to get by without Kerensky,” and the same can be said of the necessary
historical elements for an anniversary poema in 1927. Speaking at length of the months leading to
October requires discussion of Kerensky, which in turn requires unambiguous delegitimization of

him as the immediate predecessor to legitimate Soviet power.

Chapter 4: Aliens and Onegin
Mayakovsky develops the resemblance between Kerensky and Onegin in a parodic reenactment
of sections of Chapter 3 of Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin that he suggested in the preceding chapter.
Kerensky does not in fact appear in the chapter, but he is the topic of discussion for the supporting
cast. Socialist revolutionary-turned-liberal democrat Ekaterina Kuskova appears as Tatiana Larina
with Cadet leader, prominent Duma representative, and professional historian Pavel Miliukov as
the Larin family nanny. And as was the case for Kerensky there, the ultimate effect here is
delegitimization of opposing views on the October Revolution, in this case, those of prominent
liberals — and moreover, of influential voices in the émigré community.

The rewriting of Eugene Onegin in Chapter 4 of Khorosho! represents a continuation of
Mayakovsky’s insistence on the malleability of literary texts in the face of contemporary needs.

Prefiguring the emphasis on “functional effectiveness” in the theory of factography and the theory

3% Corney, Telling October, 117.
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of social mandate, Mayakovsky prefaced the second version of the play Mystery-Bouffe, published
and performed in 1921, as follows:

«Muctepus-bydd» — mopora. Jlopora peBomtoruu. HUKTO He peICKa)KeT C TOUHOCTHIO,
KaKHe el1e ropbl IpUIETCs BBIPHIBATH HAM, UIYLIUM 3TO# 1oporoil. CeronHs CBEpIUT yXO
cioBo «JInoa-/Ixopmk», a 3aBTpa uMs ero 3a0yayT ¥ camu aHriaudane. CeromHs K
KOMMYHC€ PBETCA BOJISI MUJIJIMOHOB, a 4€PE3 MMOJICOTHH JICT, MOKCT GI)ITB, B aTaKy OAJICKUX
IJIaHEeT PUHYTCS BO3AYLIHbIE APEAHOYTHl KOMMYHBI.

IToatomy, ocrtaBuB pgopory (Qopmy), s ONATh HU3MEHUT 4YacTH Tei3axa
(conmepsxanue).

B Oynymem Bce urparoinue, cTaBsllue, YUTAOIIKE, rneyaTaomue «Mucrepuro-
Bbydd», mensiite conepxanne — aenainTe coiepKaHUe €€ COBPEMEHHBIM, CETOHSIIHUM,
CI/IIOMI/IHyTHbIM.Sg5

Mystery-Bouffe is a road. The road of the revolution. Nobody can foretell with certainty
what mountains we will be forced to dynamite as we walk this road. Today the word ‘Lloyd
George’ nags the ear, but tomorrow his name will be forgotten even by the English
themselves. Today a wave of millions rushes to the commune, but in half a hundred years,
perhaps, the aerial dreadnoughts of the commune will charge to the attack of distant
planets.
Therefore, leaving the road (form), | again changed parts of the landscape (content).
In the future all those acting in, directing, reading, and printing Mystery-Bouffe:
change the content — make its content contemporary, up-to-date, up-to-the-minute.
What Mayakovsky calls for in the future, and in fact does in 1920-1921 with a revised version of
Mystery-Bouffe, he does similarly with Eugene Onegin.

By 1927 Mayakovsky had rewritten Pushkin to suit other purposes several times already.
Liudmila Shleyfer-Lavine has recently analyzed the import of Pushkin’s “Fairy Tale about the
Tsar Sultan” (“Skazka o tsare-Saltane”) to two ‘extended advertisements’ (reklam-poemy) of 1923:
“The Tale about Klim from the Black-Earth Regions, about the All-Russian Exhibition, and about
Rezinotrest” (“Rasskaz pro Klima iz chernozemnykh mest, pro Vserossiiskuiu vystavku, i pro

Rezinotrest,” with Sergei Tret'iakov) and “Weavers and Spinners! It’s time for us to stop believing

the foreign sheep” (“Tkachi i priakhi! Pora nam perestat verit' zagranichnym baranam,” with

3% Maiakovskii, Misteriia-buff, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 245.
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Nikolai Aseev). Shleyfer Lavine argues that in these reklam-poemy of the early NEP era, “Pushkin
functions as the organizing principle,” and that “One hundred twenty-five years after his birth, the
poet becomes a sellable product that satisfies popular tastes, a convenient package that the avant-
garde poet happily puts to use for the State.”3% Allusions to, overt borrowing from, and rewriting
of Pushkin, she argues, “illustrate precisely the ‘use value’ of the literary canon, while the reklam-
poemy — the creative ‘inventions’ — serve as examples of literary utility.”3%7 At this stage, roughly
contemporaneous with Tynianov’s first articulation of the idea of the ‘literary fact,’3%
Mayakovsky (and presumably his co-authors) advocated that advertisement should include
‘invention’ or ‘fabrication’ (vydumka as Lavine’s translates it, the same word familiar from
Aseev’s programmatic declaration of literature of fact in Semyon Proskakov), and should not drily
list facts. In 1927, factography shifted the priority toward incorporation of factual material in
literary works — still works of ‘literary utility’ — and conscientiously away from ‘invention,” even
if the Lefists never completely overcame ‘invention’ in creative work. In very rough terms, it can
be said that Pushkin remains an organizing principle for this chapter.

While Mayakovsky’s parody of Eugene Onegin is immediately evident, the rationale for

his choice of characters is not. Mayakovsky scholars including Zemskov and Mashbits-Verov have

3% Lavine, “Pushkin Pushing Production,” 340. The second quoted passage gestures towards a point of critique for
Lavine’s overall compelling analysis: as the phrase ‘the avant-garde poet’ suggests, analysis proceeds entirely through
the prism of Mayakovsky, with cursory acknowledgement of Tret'iakov and Aseev’s co-authorship.

Aseev claimed in the 1930s that he did not receive sufficient credit for his collaborations with Mayakovsky
because Mayakovsky frequently arranged the contracts for these works himself and later passed on Aseev’s pay to
him (Aseev, “Vospominaniia o Maiakovskom,” in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, vol. 5, 681-82). There is
probably some truth to this claim, although it is possible that Aseev’s interest in emphasizing Futurism over work with
the state in Mayakovsky’s recollection prompted him to overstate his role in the creation of these works. In any case,
disentangling the co-authors’ contributions is a separate and perhaps fruitless task.

397 Lavine, “Pushkin Pushing Production,” 356.

3% In “On the Literary Fact” (“O literaturnom fakte), Lef no. 2 (1924).
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proposed explanations from the political situation of 1917.3%° Katanian’s proposal is somewhat
more complicated. He proposes that Kuskova, who began political activity as a Marxist
revolutionary but by the turn of the twentieth century had moved toward a centrist position close
to that of the Cadet (Constitutional-Democratic) Party,*% represents, together with Miliukov, the
“philistine essence (sotsial’no-obyvatel'skaia sushchnost') of the anti-Bolshevik camp.”40!
According to Katanian’s encyclopedic sources, after 1917 Kuskova became “a fierce enemy of
Soviet power.”4%2 However, Katanian qualifies, little else was known of Kuskova after 1917. He
cites one émigré journal that described her political views as “at a great distance from those of the
leaders of the Menshevik-SR bloc and from the Soviet of Peasants’ Deputies,” adding that she was
not aligned with any one Russian political group.4®® Additional loose connections to Mayakovsky
in the 1920s, Katanian acknowledges, do not explain the choice to include her in Khorosho!
Katanian raises the possibility that Mayakovsky conflates the figure of Ekaterina Kuskova
with Ekaterina Breshko-Breshkovskaia, the “so-called grandmother of the Russian revolution.”4%*
He does not point out the obviously shared first name, although linguistic play with personal names
played a key role in Mayakovsky’s satire as well as the political discourse of 1917.4%> More

significant to Katanian are Breshko-Breshkovskaia’s political views and role as a public figure in

399 These arguments are briefly summarized in Vishnevsky, Poema Maiakovskogo ‘Khorosho’, 47-48.

400 After 1905, Kuskova published the liberal journal Bez zaglaviia (Without a Title).

401 K atanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 309.

402 K atanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 309.

408 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 310.

404 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 310.

405 For example, the above-mentioned association of Aleksandr Fedorovich Kerensky with Aleksandra Fedorovna

Romanova, suggested by Mayakovsky in this work and common linguistic currency in 1917 (Kolonitskii, “Russian
Leaders,” 46).



161

1917: returning from exile in March 1917 at the age of 73 to a leadership role in the Socialist
Revolutionary party (the same party to which Kerensky claimed affiliation in 1917),4% Breshko-
Breshkovskaia was enamored with Kerensky, whereas “in the press of that time [1917] the name
Kerensky was not connected with Kuskova.”%%” The feeling between Breshko-Breshkovskaia and
Kerensky, on the other hand, was apparently mutual: among those who met Breshko-
Breshkovskaia at the train station upon her return was Kerensky, with a bouquet of roses in hand. 4%
At the First All-Russian Conference of Soviets (Pervoe vserossiiskoe soveshchanie sovetov) in
June 1917, the SR Kerensky and Menshevik president of the Petrograd Soviet Nikolai Chkheidze
referred to Breshko-Breshkovskaia as an “emblem of freedom and the great Russian revolution. 4%
Subsequently, mutual support between Kerensky and Breshko-Breshkovskaia continued, with the
latter going so far as to “demonstratively leave” the congress of the SR party held in July 1917 to
protest Kerensky’s loss in elections to its central committee.*1 In the end, though, Katanian claims
that this connection shows “the possibility and even necessity for generalization and
typification.”4!

Biographies of Mayakovsky lack evidence of personal acquaintance between Mayakovsky

and Kuskova, nor have | found any, although if a meeting ever happened, it likely would have

406 Kerensky was initially a member of the Trudovik party, an offshoot of the Social Revolutionary Party.

407 K atanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312.

408 According to Elena Frolova, Breshko-Breshkovskaia’s return from exile in Minusinsk (Krasnoiarskii Krai) to
Petrograd was prompted by a telegram from Kerensky himself. See Frolova, “Istoricheskie portrety. Ekaterina

Konstantinovna Breshko-Breshkovskaia,” Voprosy istorii 8 (2004): 75.

409 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 310. Chkheidze remained president of the Petrograd Soviet until
September, when Trotsky was elected to the position.

410 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312.

411 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312.
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happened in Paris 29 April — 9 May 1927 during Mayakovsky’s European tour,*'? during which

he recited poetry to huge audiences.*'® Katanian argues that the question is of no great importance,

citing Mayakovsky’s ability to categorize people according to broad characteristics, as seen at one

literary dispute:
Kak-to Ha ogHOM qucnyTe MasikOBCKOro YIPEKHYJIU B TOM, UTO MIPUBEACHHAA UM IIUTATA
n3 Korana Ha camom nene mnpuHamiexur JIpBoBy-PoradeBckomy (wmu lBaHOBY-
Pazymuuky?). — Bce onn Koransl! . . — Ge3aneusuuonno Bo3pasui Maskosckuii». 44
Once at a debate Mayakovsky was reproached that a citation he quoted from Kogan in fact
belonged to L'vov-Rogachevsky (or Ivanov-Razumnik?). “They’re all Kogans!”
Mayakovsky unequivocally retorted.

Complementary to Katanian’s observations and quotations is the typological device that

Mayakovsky also applied to Guchkov and Rodzianko:**® it may be that Mayakovsky did not see

noteworthy differences between these people, or otherwise that he identified specific personae for

satire not for their individual characteristics, but for what they represented to him more

412 Of course, analysis of Mayakovsky’s drafts would be necessary to argue for any specific relevance of
Mayakovsky’s time in Paris to the composition of Khorosho!

It is plausible that Mayakovsky would have encountered Kuskova at least by name in Paris, as Kuskova was
a contributor to Poslednie novosti at the time. He could have come across Kerensky in similar fashion: Kerensky
apparently moved to Paris sometime between 17 January and 1 October (The New York Times refers to Kerensky on
the former date as part of “a local group of Russian exiles,” while the founding of Dni under Kerensky’s editorship is
announced in the issue of the latter date (incorrectly, as it does not account for the newspaper’s existence in Berlin).
The precise date of the start of Kerensky’s editorship of Dni has also proven elusive. Issues of Dni available in the
internet archive of GPIBR (Gosudarstvennaia publichnaia istoricheskaia biblioteka Rossii) from April-June 1926
appear not to list an editor at all; issues from October-November 1927 that | viewed in the collections of the University
of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign feature a different layout and do list Kerensky as their editor. Access to the
intervening issues might clarify the question.

413 Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 385-87. Sources quoted by Katanian estimate an audience of 1,200 at one
of Mayakovsky’s readings.

414 K atanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312.

415 Other examples of this tactic may be found, for example, in «Bo Bech Tomoc»: «kro kponwut, / Habpasmu B pot: //
kynapeBaTbie Murpeiiky, / myapeBatsie Kyapeiiku - // kro ux k 4yepty pasoepet!» (Maiakovskii, Vo ves' golos, in
Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 10, 280). The references here are to specific poets, but it is clear from
the distortion and pluralization of the names Mitreikin and Kudreiko (the latter following the same pattern as
‘Rodzianki’ in Khorosho!) that other poets fit their description.
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generally.*® Nonetheless, even Katanian does not seem fully convinced by this explanation.
Though consistent with Mayakovsky’s conflation of figures he saw as similar, this would also run
contrary to Lef’s rejection of ‘typology’ (although, as seen above, Mayakovsky does exactly this
with ministers of the Provisional Government in Khorosho!). In any case, with the help of
searchable databases not at Katanian’s disposal and recent research, it is possible propose an
alternative explanation to Kuskova’s appearance in this chapter, one that also explains her
connection to Miliukov and at least speaks to a rationale for her love for Kerensky in the chapter.

Kuskova appears by name appears in Pravda thirty-three times from 1917-1926, including
in two poems, one by Demian Bedny (11 April 1918), and another by an author with the
pseudonym Muzhik Vrednyi (20 April 1918). In the period 1925-1927, her name appears only three
times, including in speeches and articles by Grigorii Zinov'ev and Mikhail Pokrovsky. In Izvestiia
Kuskova is mentioned 17 times from 1925-1927, including the same speech by Zinoviev as in
Pravda. A search of the poetic corpus of the National Corpus of the Russian Language in the
period 1917-1927 reveals only one other reference to Kuskova, a passing mention in Sasha
Cherny’s 1925 poem “Utopiia,” which, incidentally, mentions a “local Miliukov” in the following
line.

In these articles, several of the terms Mayakovsky uses in Khorosho! appear frequently. In
the speech printed in both Pravda and lzvestiia, Zinov'ev refers to Kuskova with the title ‘madam’

(“Starye tseli, novye puti,” Pravda, 30 April 1926); this title repeats or is otherwise substituted by

418 Another explanation that Katanian does not consider is that Breshko-Breshkovskaia, a six-syllable word, could be
cumbersome in verse. That explanation is not entirely convincing, insofar as the tonic metrics of Khorosho! allow for
great plasticity in line length and distance between stressed syllables (as many as seven, by my count, which is
admittedly not exhaustive). Perhaps another explanation could derive from the sonic rather than metric characteristics
of the two surnames.

Beyond considerations of prosody, further research is required to determine the status of Breshko-
Breshkovskaia in the revolutionary mythology of 1927. It is possible that Mayakovsky recalls her as a supporter of
Kerensky but declines to name her because of her status as ‘grandmother of the Russian revolution,” although she
remained an opponent of Bolshevik power following the revolution.
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the Russian ‘gospozha.’ Another article in lzvestiia refers to Kuskova, who by now apparently was
more accepting of Soviet power than Miliukov, resulting in a dispute between the two, as a
“scheming banished Eve” («iykaBas EBa nsrnannas», lzvestiia 26 August 1926). Other results not
directly related to Kuskova’s political views per se, and at times not related to her at all, also could
have prompted Mayakovsky to recall her: for example, an 8 March 1927 article in Pravda profiled
a worker named Kuskova in a piece on female workers. More to the point, in its 8 September 1926
issue, Pravda covered theatrical productions by workers’ clubs in metal factories. The
performances did not satisfy the article’s author, save one: a “near-professional” satire of
Miliukov, Kuskova, the poet Bal'mont (also in emigration in Paris), and others by the “Krasnaia
Presnia” drama circle. These results indicate that the early Soviet press discussed Kuskova more
frequently than Katanian acknowledges. Continued discussion of Kuskova in Soviet press,
together with Mayakovsky’s trip to Paris in April-May 1927, perhaps provide sufficient rationale
at least for Mayakovsky’s awareness of her while writing Khorosho!

The rationale for inclusion of Miliukov in this chapter is somewhat less mysterious,
especially given his status in the Parisian Russian émigré community and his connection to
Kuskova through his editorship of Poslednie novosti.**” As a prominent member of the Provisional
Government of the Cadet party and the Third and Fourth Dumas, in the latter of which he gave the
famous “Betrayal or Stupidity” (“Glupost ili izmena”) speech, and a professor of history, Miliukov
fits the model of the ‘alien’ villain. Like other members of the Provisional Government, and like
Kolchak in Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov, Miliukov represents a defeated villain. If nothing else, the

fact of Miliukov’s editorship of Poslednie novosti could not have escaped Mayakovsky’s notice.

417 Katanian does not address Miliukov’s appearance in the poema: for him, apparently, the logic of Miliukov’s
inclusion is self-evident.
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Mayakovsky’s simultaneous parody of Eugene Onegin and Kuskova and Miliukov does
not always proceed line-for-line with Pushkin’s text. Nonetheless, Mayakovsky repeats some of
the realia and motifs of Eugene Onegin. For example, Kuskova describes the degree of her
infatuation with Kerensky as follows: «A kak moer oH / mpo cBo6oay... // 5l ¢ Hum xouy, - / He ¢
uuyM, / Tak B Bomy».*® This choice between requited love or suicide — a common trope in the
literature of Pushkin’s time — does not mirror Pushkin’s plot: Tatiana finds an alternative to
Onegin. When they meet again years later, she chides and categorically rejects him. However, the
motif of water appears in a related passage of Eugene Onegin. Just before Tatiana reveals her love
for Onegin (just as Kuskova is about to reveal that her love for Kerensky in this passage), she and
the nanny have the following exchange in stanza XIX, in which Tatiana speaks first:

«AX, HIHS, HSIHS, 5T TOCKYIO,

MHe TOIIHO, MUJIas MOSI:

S nnakath, s pbLAaTh TOTOBA!..)»

— JluTda Moe, Thl HE3I0POBA;
lN'ocnoabs momunyii u cracu!

Yero TbI X0Uellb, MOMPOCH...

laii oxkponnto cesamoii 600010,

TrI Bcst ropuiiib... — «51 He OoJIbHA:
S1... 3HaeIb, HAHS... BIIOOICHA.

‘Oh, nanny, life’s so full of dangers,
I’m sick at heart and all upset,

I’m on the verge of tears and wailing!’
‘My goodness, girl, you must be ailing;
Dear Lord have mercy. God, | plead!
Just tell me, dearest, what you need.
I’ll sprinkle you with holy water,
You’re burning up!” — ‘Oh, do be still,

I’'m ... you know, nurse ... in love, not ill.”4*®

418 «“And how he sings of freedom... / I want to be with him, and if not — I’ll drown myself.” Here my interpretation
differs significantly from Katanian’s. In these lines Katanian sees reference to Breshko-Breshkovskaia’s
accompaniment of Kerensky on many of his speeches and other engagements, including a visit to the Baltic Fleet. See
Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312.

419 pyshkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 59-60; Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans.
Falen, 66. Italics added.
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In addition to the water motif, substantially changed in Mayakovsky’s rendition, Kuskova’s love
for Kerensky in this passage contains one indication of an ‘alien’ idealism: Kuskova is drawn to
Kerensky in part because of how he “sings of freedom” — like a bird, the comparison Mayakovsky
made in the second chapter, and a reference that substantiates the implied temporal setting between
February and October 1917, a period that includes the ‘springtime of freedom.’4?°

A few lines earlier, in a fashion reminiscent of the villains in Semyon Proskakov, Miliukov
candidly exposes the falsity of his vision for Russian democracy to Kuskova:

Yero o1 xouemns? / [Tonpocwu.

UYroOsl TeOe / Ha Hac / HE TyThCs

JauM cBO0O / M KOHCTHTYIUH. . .

Jait / oxporutio / pedei Bo1010

ropsimuii OyHT... / « — 51 He OosbHa,

4.../3Haemb, HIHA. .. / BiIrOOIeHa». 421

What do you want? Ask.

So that you won’t get sulky with us,

we’ll give some freedoms and constitutions...

Let me sprinkle with the water of speeches

the fiery revolt... — I’m not sick,

I... you know, nanny... am in love.
Miliukov’s promise, though vague in its details (he is willing to grant an unspecified number of
incomplete freedoms and constitutions?), is premised on appeasement of Kuskova rather than
betterment of life for the country or its people. Democratic ideals, it turns out, are nothing more
than reactionary promises designed to quell opposition. At the same time, etymological
connections between rech’, ‘speech,” and reka, ‘river,” evoke the “river by the name of Fact” of

the opening lines of the poema, involving a double meaning: on the one hand, Miliukov’s speeches

(and perhaps by extension, the speechifying of the Provisional Government) are as false as they

420 Steinberg, The Russian Revolution, 16-17.

421 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 245-246.
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are numerous; on the other hand, Mayakovsky inscribes the fact of that falsity into the poema and
connects it with the water motif. Moreover, Mayakovsky supplants the religious context of the
nanny’s original speech in Eugene Onegin with a political one: the ‘water of speeches’ replaces
holy water, and further, is comically understated. ‘Fiery revolt’ would require more than a
‘sprinkling’ of water.

Another passage that closely mimics but rewrites Pushkin’s original relates to questions of
history and age. Preceding these lines, Kuskova asks Miliukov to open the window and sit with
her, inviting him: «ITorosopum o crapune»,*? replicating Pushkin’s line exactly and obscuring
the temporal setting (when are the ‘olden times’ for Kuskova and Miliukov?). In Eugene Onegin,
the nanny’s responds to Tatiana’s request as follows in stanza XVII:

— O uem xe, Tana? 51, OviBaoO,

XpaHuiia B maMsTH HE MaJio

CrapuHHBIX ObLICH, HEOBLITHI]

[Ipo 37bIX 1yXOB M NPO ACBUII;

A HpIHYE Bce MHE TéMHO, TaHs:

Uro 3Hama, To 3a0bu1a. /la,

[Tpunuta xynas uepenal

‘Well, what about it? Lord, it’s ages...

I must have known a thousand pages

Of ancient facts and fables too

‘Bout evil ghosts and girls like you;

But nowadays I’'m not so canny,

I can’t remember much of late.

Oh, Tanya, it’s a sorry state;*?3

Mayakovsky repeats Pushkin’s lines at first, but diverges significantly from his source text after

the first three lines, in which Miliukov responds to Kuskova:

422 Cf. an article published in the 26 March 1926 issue of lzvestiia, which describes a fundraising Maslenitsa
celebration in Paris: “The kingdom of reminiscences attracts him [a reporter for the journal Novoe vremia — ZR], like
Kuskova, like a gravitational force.” (“Emigrantskaia Maslenitsa,” 1zvestiia, 26 March 1926, 2).

423 pushkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 58-59; Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans.
James Falen, 65.
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— O gem, Kyckora? / {1, / GeiBano,
XpaHuja B MaMATH HEMAJIO
CTapUHHBIX ObLICH, / HEOBLTHI] —

U TIpO Lapei / v mpo Hapuil.

N 51 6,/ c MOUM YMHUIIKOHN XUJIBIM, -
KopoHOBayia 6 Muxania

Yem Opath JMHACTHIO TyKYIO. .. 424

— About what, Kuskova? 1, it used to be,

kept in my memory a number

of stories of yore, and fables —

about tsars and tsarinas too.

And |, with my feeble little mind,

would have crowned Mikhail.

Better than taking some other dynasty...
This passage also relates back to the opening of Khorosho!, in which Mayakovsky declares that
he is not writing epics or fairy tales. Miliukov, the professor of history, displays the same faulty
memory as Tania’s nanny, intensified as a ‘feeble little mind’ that would even have ‘coronated
Mikhail.” There is multilayered irony in this phrase. In the most immediate sense, MiliukoVv likely
refers to the attempt to transfer the emperorship from Nikolai Il to his younger brother Mikhail,
who refused to take the throne. However, Miliukov could also refer to the coronation of Mikhail
Romanov in 1613 by vote in the Moscow Duma — the antecedent of the body in which Miliukov
himself participated.*?® Suggestion of comparable political instability in the Time of Troubles and

1917 fits with Miliukov’s vocation as a professor of history, but also provides Mayakovsky with

an opportunity to ridicule Miliukov as a representative of the old, past Russian life.

424 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 245.

425 This seems also to fit with the idea of Kerensky’s illegitimacy in Chapter 3, insofar as the election of Mikhail
Romanov came in the wake of the series of False Dmitriis. That said, one might expect such an analogy to invoke
Pushkin’s Boris Godunov, and I have not uncovered any such connections.
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This passage fits an iambic rhythmic structure. Given how many of Pushkin’s lines
Mayakovsky uses verbatim, it is unsurprising that it approaches an Onegin stanza.*?® Mayakovsky
uses this similarity to comic effect: substituting “about tsars and tsarinas” for “about evil spirits
and maidens” places the former with the latter as creatures of a folkloric past, which Mayakovsky
claimed he would not write in Khorosho!, but which suits depiction of the villains. The reader
well-acquainted with Eugene Onegin could recall the rhyme nebylits/devits.*?” Moreover, this
choice of words suits another historic detail: during World War I, rumors swirled about possible
betrayal, both political and sexual, by the tsarina Aleksandra Feodorovna, the most recent tsaritsa,
who, as seen in the preceding analysis, Mayakovsky closely connects with Kerensky. As Boris
Kolonitskii describes,

Rumors that the tsarina held pro-German views [Aleksandra Feodorovna was of the

German nobility by birth — ZR] spread widely. Moreover, she was accused of preparing a

separate peace and even conducting espionage on behalf of the enemy. Historians have not

found convincing evidence to support these unlikely rumors. [...] there was talk among
both representatives of ‘high society’ and the common people that the tsarina was deceiving
her husband. Rumors named a number of her alleged male and female lovers, but Rasputin
was mentioned especially often. These rumors were completely groundless.*?
Thus, with the change of one line after several verbatim lines from the original Pushkinian text,
Mayakovsky evokes widespread perceptions of Alexandra Fedorovna while also subverting
Pushkin’s lines to place the tsarist era and its governmental system in a fairy-tale realm.

Some ways in which Miliukov is made to resemble the old nanny of the Larin family have

already been suggested. It is noteworthy as well that in this passage, Miliukov speaks of himself

426 Beginning from the line «He crurcs, mansd...», as Pushkin’s stanza does, the following rhyme scheme emerges,
with bolded letters indicating deviations from the Onegin stanza: AbAbCCddeeFgFg.

427 The replacement of devits with tsarits also recalls Pushkin’s own commentary in Eugene Onegin on expected
rhymes: «U1 Bor yixe Tpemiat Mopo3sl / U cepebpsites cpens moseit... / (Uuratens sxaeT yx pudmsl posst: / Ha, BoT
BO3bMH ee ckopeii!» (Pushkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 90 [Stanza 4.XLII]).
428 K olonitskii, “Russian Leaders,” 31.
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using feminine past-tense verb endings (ia khranila, koronovala, etc.). Usage of grammatically
gendered past-tense forms is not consistent across the chapter. When the narrator refers to
Miliukov by name, masculine past-tense verb endings appear: «1 MuiokoB / ee / ¢ Mmons60ii //
kpecmu. | mpodeccopckoit pykoi» (“And Miliukov, with a prayer / crossed her with professorial
hand”). A few lines later, grammatical confusion of biological gender continues in a neologism:
«Cwmaxnysi / cnesst / pykaBoM, // B3pesen / ycactsiii usans» (“Brushing away tears with his sleeve
/ roared the mustached ‘manny.’”).4?°

This chapter of Khorosho! concludes with a lightly paraphrased passage from Eugene
Onegin, still from the third chapter, but from the narratorial digression that follows the scene of
Tatiana and the nanny (stanza XXII). Pushkin’s stanza is:

51 3Han KpacaBUIl HEJOCTYITHBIX,
XO0JI0IHBIX, YUCTHIX, KaK 3UMa,
HeyMonnmbix, HEMOJKYITHBIX,
HenoctmxuMmbIx mist yma;
JuBHIICS S MX CIIeCH MOIHOM,
Wx mobpoaerenu mpupoaHOii,
U, mpuzHarock, OT HUX Oexa,
W, MHUTCS, C y>)KacoM 4MTal
Han ux 6poBsiMmu HaAMmuCh ajia:
OcraBb HaJIeXK Ay HABCETA.
Baymate 11000Bb 111 HUX Oena,
[Iyrate mroneii s HUX OTpaza.
BboITh MOXeT, Ha Operax Hessl
IlomoOHBIX 1aM BUIAIU BEI.

I’ve known great beauties proudly distant,
As cold and chaste as winter snow;
Implacable, to all resistant,

Impossible for mind to know;

I’ve marvelled at their haughty manner,
Their natural virtue’s flaunted banner;
And | confess, from them | fled,

429 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 246, 247.

Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo cross-references the neologism nian' with lis (from lisa, fox), one of
Mayakovsky’s terms of endearment for Lilia Brik (Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 266, 333). As before, |
create the neologism “manny” as an approximation.



171

As if in terror | had read

Above their brows the sign of Hades:

Abandon Hope, Who Enter Here!

Their joy is striking men with fear,

For love offends these charming ladies.

Perhaps along the Neva’s shore

You too have known such belles before. 43
Mayakovsky’s conclusion reads: «bsiTh MoeT, / Ha Operax Hebl // TTog0OHBIX 1aM BUIATH BBI?)»
(“Perhaps on the banks of the Neva / You saw similar ladies?”’).*3! That is, he changes Pushkin’s
closing statement to a question, but makes no other changes to this closing couplet.4*> Moreover,
it is unclear to whom the “similar ladies” are to be compared: Kuskova, Miliukov, or both.*3
Katanian’s interpretation of these lines again signals the “thinking in types” that Lefists rejected
in theoretical writings.*34

Mayakovsky’s evocation of Pushkin in Khorosho! resembles his treatment of Pushkin in
earlier works “Iubileinoe” and the reklam-poemy co-written with Aseev and Tret'iakov. He
continues his emphasis on revision as a means to perpetuate the relevance of his works — an issue
that faced the Lefists in 1927. The idea of revision of a published text to fit the needs of the present

appears on a much broader level in Mayakovsky’s rendition of the third chapter of Eugene Onegin:

the entire chapter may be read as an ‘updated’ version to fit Mayakovsky’s own social mandate.

430 pyshkin, Evgenii Onegin, in Pushkin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 61; Pushkin, Eugene Onegin, trans. James
Falen, 67, original italics in Falen’s translation.

431 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 247.

432 At no point in the chapter does Mayakovsky exactly match the Onegin stanza’s iambic pentameter or its rhyme
structure. The 14 lines concluding with these, which could form an Onegin stanza, feature only paired rhymes.

433 In Chapter 7, Mayakovsky meets Aleksandr Blok in front of the Winter Palace. While the location is not specified,
one may deduce that it is the Palace Embankment, or in other words, on the banks of the Neva. However, | see no
evidence for Mayakovsky feminizing Blok in that passage — his goals there appear to be different and will be discussed
in due course.

434 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 312. More precisely, Katanian argues that these lines create not only a
possibility, but a necessity to generalize and categorize, in the same way in which Mayakovsky generalized
antagonistic literary critics as “Kogans.” Katanian does not consider the poema specifically in terms of factography.
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In conclusion, this section offers a new explanation of the Kuskova-Miliukov-Kerensky
trio in the chapter. It has shown that these historical personae not only remained relevant in 1927
but also may have had loomed in Mayakovsky’s consciousness at the time, a circumstance
facilitated by Soviet press of the time and possibly also Mayakovsky’s trip abroad in spring 1927,
which, I will argue, also figures prominently in Chapter 18. Satire is the primary weapon by which
Mayakovsky exposes the vapidity and incompetence of liberal politics and politicians of 1917. It
develops through tactics of feminization, which in turn echo common perceptions of the villains,
hyperbole, which comically exposes the indifference of the liberals to deep change, and
destabilization of the temporal frame, through specific utterances and the very couching of the
chapter in Eugene Onegin. Together these devices cast the characters into the remote past that
Mayakovsky rejects in Khorosho! and throughout his career. This chapter of Khorosho! uses

Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin as a vehicle for exposition and delegitimization of the villains he targets.

Chapter 6: Mayakovsky and the Apotheosis of the Revolution

As Katanian points out, Chapter 6 of Khorosho! is the centerpiece of the poema that Mayakovsky
had titled 25 October 1917 in drafts.*% Discussing two of Mayakovsky’s sources for the chapter,
books that Katanian vaguely recalls as borrowed from the Briks and brought by Mayakovsky to
the dacha in Pushkin in summer 1927 for composition of the chapter, Katanian explains that

Mayakovsky “sought historical concreteness, precise historical details, the living view and feeling

435 (([MaﬂKOBCKI/Iﬁ] HCKaJ I/ICTOpI/I‘IGCKOﬁ KOHKPETHOCTU, TOYHBIX HCTOPHUICCKUX ,I[eTaJIeﬁ, JKMBOTI'O B3IJIs1/1a U1 YyBCTBaA

y4acTHHKA. THBIME cJI0BaMH — TO, 9YTO HE OBIIIO UM CaMHM IIepeKUTO Ha JIBOpIoBO# 1umomanu 25 okTsaops 1917 r.»
(Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 286).

Other commentators make similar statements about the centrality of the chapter: Vishnevsky, for example,
claims that “the action here [in Chapter 6] reaches its highest tension” (Vishnevsky, Poema Maiakovskogo
“Khorosho,” 67).
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of a participant. In other words — that which he did not live through himself on Palace Square on
October 25, 1917.74%

Three plotlines unfold in the chapter: the storming of the Winter Palace; Aleksandr
Kerensky’s flight from the Winter Palace to Pskov; and happenings at the command center of the
Bolshevik Military-Revolutionary Committee (MRC) at the Smolny Institute. In Corney’s terms,
the Bolsheviks presented the taking of the Winter Palace as the apotheosis of the revolution, the
rough equivalent of the storming of the Bastille. In the analysis of Mikhail lampolski, such
symbolic representation of Soviet power was necessary because “one of the distinctive features of
the October Revolution is that it did not create any fundamental symbolic document [of the type
of the United States Constitution or the French Declaration of the Rights of Man and Citizen], the
adoption of which would have formulated the revolution ideologically and gave it legitimacy.”*%
In the absence of such symbolic documents, the storming of the Winter Palace occupied the central
place in early (and subsequent) Soviet iconography of the October Revolution.

Chapter 6 of Khorosho! aligns with attempts to cast the storming of the Winter Palace as
the singular transcendent moment of the Russian Revolution. The Bolsheviks understood the

narrative potential of the storming of the Winter Palace in its immediate aftermath, 43 and sought

to emphasize it in the historical-ideological narrative as a Russian version of the storming of the

436 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 288. In this same discussion Katanian points out that 1929°s “The Story
of Khrenov about Kuznetskstroi and the People of Kuznetsk” (Rasskaz Khrenova o Kuznetskstroe i liudiakh
Kuznetska) was written “entirely from the words of others” (tselikom iz chuzhykh slov).

437 Tampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet sovetskuiu vlast',” 48. lampolski convincingly argues that speeches by Lenin, as
represented in Soviet visual art, came to substitute for a legitimizing document.

438 Corney, Telling October, 32-35. Corney notes some early attempts to cast Smolny, the Bolshevik headquarters in
October 1917, as the focal point of the revolution, but also that Smolny’s importance quickly receded as that of the
Winter Palace rose.
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Bastille:**° a single moment that encapsulates and transcends the revolutionary aspirations of the
people through victorious conquest, overthrow of a key symbol of power. As Corney summarizes,
in 1927 the storming of the Winter Palace was the centerpiece in commemorative depictions of
revolutionary events focusing first and foremost on Petrograd and Moscow as the loci of
revolutionary activity.44°

Aside from the centrality of Chapter 6 for its depiction of a key moment in the Bolshevik
historical narrative, the chapter is significant also for its depiction of Lenin — this is only chapter
in the poema in which he appears, and in more complex terms than Mayakovsky had depicted him
in 1924 — as a positive counterpoint to Kerensky, and for its import to Mayakovsky’s
experimentation with factography. The chapter is comprised almost entirely of deeply embedded
citations from the published reminiscences of participants, or otherwise of paraphrases of them.
Aside from a possible contradiction with Mayakovsky’s earlier claim to witness of the events of
25 October at Smolny, to be discussed in this section, Mayakovsky himself remains subsumed by
the revolution in this chapter: in the abundance of direct and paraphrased citations, little of the
voice of Mayakovsky as author-narrator is heard.

The source materials in the chapter are poeticized not only in the way described by Corney,

by which reminiscences such as those of Podvoisky changed their contours and emphases to fit

439 Although arguing that the storming of the Winter Palace served a similar narrative purpose to that of the storming
of the Bastille, Corney adds the qualification that the Bolsheviks did not intend to present the two events as historically
parallel. There were both ideological and practical reasons for this. In ideological terms, the Bolsheviks generally
viewed the French Revolution of 1789 as a bourgeois revolution, and thus as representing an earlier stage of the path
to communism. In practical terms, as Corney points out, the Bastille also “had been ‘prepared and instrumentalized
by the media of the age’ as a redoubtable fortress whose storming would symbolize an end to tyranny,” whereas “the
Winter Palace had undergone no such process.” Corney, Telling October, 35.

440 Corney, Telling October, 179. However, Corney acknowledges that emphasis on Petrograd and Moscow was
tempered by calls for revolutionary actors of other localities to produce their own histories of October.
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the criteria of “harmony, inexorability, and drama,”#4* but to a second degree, by which they were
shaped to fit Mayakovsky’s demands for rhythm, rhyme, and lesenka graphic orientation. Because
Mayakovsky uses direct and paraphrased citations from accounts of participants for almost all lines
of the chapter (with exceptions that will be discussed below), the chapter exemplifies the iterative
and mutually reinforcing nature of narrative and memory, at least from a bird’s-eye view.
Mayakovsky himself does not appear in the chapter, but he instead channels the voices of
participants into his own poetic voice: his individual voice is subsumed by the revolution, but it
remains the voice of narration.*4?

That this sixth chapter is based heavily on source materials has been established by
Katanian. In his 1958 article “O nekotorykh istochnikakh poemy ‘Khorosho!’,” previously cited
in this chapter, Katanian identifies line-for-line source material. On the basis of personal
recollection of Mayakovsky’s work on the poema at the dacha in Pushkin (Tsarskoe Selo) in
summer 1927, Katanian supposes that Mayakovsky found the majority of material for the sixth
chapter in two anthologies of reminiscences, both likely borrowed from Osip Brik: Khrestomatiia
po istorii Oktiabr'skoi revoliutsii, compiled by the historian Sergei Piontkovsky and published in
1923,43 and Oktiabr'skaia revoliutsiia, compiled by A.E. Sheinberg, edited by K.T. Sverdlova,

and published in 1925.444

441 Corney, Telling October, 182.

442 Thanks to Harsha Ram for drawing attention to the binary of standing above/being subsumed in Mayakovsky’s
poetry.

443 This book was republished in a second edition in 1924, and a third edition in 1926. | have been able to access the
second edition; it is unclear which edition Mayakovsky referenced.

44 K atanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh” 288. I have not been able to access this book; Katanian cites from it several
times.
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Katanian compellingly shows that Mayakovsky selected material from diverse sources for
the sixth chapter of Khorosho!, including Military-Revolutionary Committee (MRC, Voenno-
revoliutsionnyi komitet) members Vladimir Antonov-Ovseenko, also a member of the Petrograd
Soviet; Grigorii Blagonravov, in 1917 stationed at the Peter and Paul Fortress; Mikhail Lashevich,
who organized the uprising with Blagonravov from the Peter and Paul Fortress;** and Nikolai
Podvoisky, who led the storming of the Winter Palace. The reminiscences of a worker named
Adamovich, who participated in the storming, round out the pro-Bolshevik side. However,
Mayakovsky also incorporates anti-Bolshevik voices: those of Kerensky, who has been described
above, and Pavel Maliantovich, the last Minister of Justice of the Provisional Government.
Katanian argues that some references, such as those to Maria Bochkareva and the ‘women’s death
battalions’ that she led, have no specific source, but “simply were preserved from that time in
Mayakovsky’s memory.”*4¢ The unavailability of the two anthologies precludes deeper analysis
of what Mayakovsky did not select from them, but it is certain that these two volumes represent
only a small number of the reminiscences published from 1918 through 1927.

Katanian’s identification of Mayakovsky’s sources represents a laborious and painstaking
task, and it is only thanks to his work that analysis in this chapter can proceed. However, without
diminishing Katanian’s efforts, this chapter addresses questions that his work does not. How does
Mayakovsky’s use of sources evidence his practices of factography, in terms of the selection of
source material, its transformation in the literary text, and the limits of what factual material can
‘tell’ about the storming of the Winter Palace? How do these sources mesh with other

representations of the storming of the Winter Palace in 1927 anniversary celebrations and with the

445 | ashevich was a member of the Left Opposition in 1927; he was expelled from the Bolshevik Party in 1927. He
recanted his Trotskyite views in 1928 and was readmitted to the Party, only to pass away in August 1928 in Harbin.

446 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 290.
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political realities of 1927? And why, if Mayakovsky witnessed the Bolshevik seizure of power
from the Smolny Institute, as he previously suggested in Vladimir Il'ich Lenin, does Mayakovsky
himself not appear in this chapter?#*’ | argue that the organizing principle of this chapter is
Mayakovsky’s ability to subsume or separate the self from others in his poetic texts: subsuming
himself in the events he narrates, Mayakovsky incorporates himself into those events, thus fusing
himself and his narration to the events themselves. If Mayakovsky’s sources are so deeply
embedded in his narration that their sources cannot be determined easily, then he embeds himself
in the storming of the Winter Palace so deeply that he becomes inseparable from it as well, even
as he obliquely counters the trend throughout the 1920s of public remembrance (narration) of one’s
own role in the events of the revolution.

Katanian’s study shows that Mayakovsky rarely uses verbatim citations. Most often,
citations are paraphrased and subordinated to Mayakovsky’s prosody.**® Moreover, at no point
does Mayakovsky suggest the presence of underlying source material, nor does he establish
himself as a witness to the events at any of the Petrograd loci of the revolution. In essence,

Mayakovsky becomes a sort vox populi: by concealing himself in narration, Mayakovsky

447 This final question exemplifies the limits of Katanian’s study. Katanian writes:

CpaBHeHue ¢ omnmcaHueM 3Toro JHs [25-oro okTsa06ps — ZR] B noome «Bnaaumup Wibnu Jlennn» («S1
BCIIOMHHAO OJIHO M TO K€ — JBAAIATH IATOE, MEPBBIi JACHbD...») IPUBOIUT HAC K BBIBOAY: B OTJIHYHC OT
cueHbl B CMOJNBHOM, HAIMHCAHHON MO JMYHBIM BOCIIOMHHAHHSIM, IIeCTas IJaBa MOAMbI «Xoporo!y,
OMKCHIBAONIAsT COOBITHS TOTO XK€ JHS Ha JIBOPIOBOHM MUiomamid W BHYTpU 3UMHETO ABOPIA, CIETaHa,
HECOMHEHHO, 110 UCTOYHHKaM. MasKOBCKH, KaKk Mbl 3HaeM, He ObUT HM Ha IUIOLIAH, HA B 3UMHEM, KOT/a
cepraiu Bpemennoe npasutesbscTeo. (Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 286).

The problem of Mayakovsky’s place in this chapter and in the historical narrative he himself crafts, even if from
source materials, will be addressed in detail in the coming pages.

448 Katanian’s identification of source materials supports Mikhail Gasparov’s later argument that the basic unit of
Mayakovsky’s poetry is the quatrain.
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circumvents the issue of his own credibility as a narrator and witness. If history is narrated in a
quintessentially Mayakovskian way, it nonetheless does not place Mayakovsky in the lead role.*4°

The dual nature of paraphrase and Mayakovskian prosody is on display in the opening of
the chapter:

Iy, / xak Bcerna, / oKTs0ps / BEeTpamu,

KakK OyrT / IIpH KalluTaJIu3Me.

3a Tpoutikuii / Tyau / aBTO ¥ TPaMBbl

O6brunEle / penbesl / BerzMens, *20

October was blowing, as always, as winds

as they blow under capitalism.

Across Troitsky were blowing autos and trams

Snaking out the usual rails.
This quatrain exhibits several features of Mayakovsky’s method in this chapter. It uses
approximate alternating rhymes — vetrami/tramy and pri kapitalizme/vyzmeiv.*>! According to
Katanian, these lines are derived from the reminiscences of Grigorii Blagonravov, originally
published in the fourth issue for 1923 of the journal Proletarskaia revoliutsiia and subsequently
in Piontkovsky’s anthology:

OI(TSI6pBCKa${ HOYb BCTyIIajJla B CBOU IIpaBa. CDOHapI/I MEpHain TyCKJIIbIM CBETOM, U JIY4YU

X ApOKaJIn HA TSKEIION 310U HGBI)I; JKU3HBb Iropoaa 1nuia O6I)IIIHI)IM MOpsAAKOM: TpaMBau

C pE3KHM 3BOHOM M IIYMOM BEPEHHULIEH TSIHYJIHCh depe3 TPOUUKUNA MOCT; MEIbKalau

aBTOMOOWIIN U (I)I/Il"ypKI/I MEemexo40B; HUYTO HC MMPCABCIIAIIO OKTH6pLCKOF0 0os1.

The October night came into its own. Streetlights gleamed with dim light, and their rays
trembled in the heavy ripples of the Neva; the life of the city went in its usual way: trams

49 This, of course, is markedly different from the poemy and plays from the prerevolutionary era through 1917:
Vladimir Mayakovsky: A Tragedy (1913) and Chelovek (1918), for example. It is perhaps closer to 150,000,000 (1920).
Although extended comparison of Khorosho! with Vladimir Ilych Lenin (1924) is beyond the limits of this study,
remarks on the striking difference in how Mayakovsky integrates himself into the narrative in the two poemy appear
later in this chapter.

450 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 254.

51 This pair can be viewed as combining a feminine rhyme (kapitalizme) and a dactylic rhyme (vyzmeiv). Vyzmeiv is
another of Mayakovsky’s neologisms. Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo lists four other uses of this verb in
Mayakovsky’s oeuvre, one of which has a markedly different meaning from that here of “to stretch as a winding,

serpentine line” («BBITSAHYTh M3BHIMCTOM, 3MeerionoOHO# uameii») (Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 117-
118).
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with sharp sound and the noise like a chain drew across the Troitsky Bridge; automobiles
and figures of pedestrians flashed by; nothing foretold the October battle.*52

Obvious details — trams and automobiles and the Troitsky Bridge — appear in both passages. One
might argue that Mayakovsky emphasizes wind as an implied element causing the ripples of the
Neva, but strong winds at any time of year, especially fall, are characteristic of Saint Petersburg in
any case. Mayakovsky’s own emphasis on urban byt finds a ready phrasing in Blagonravov’s
emphasis on the quotidian nature of the scene. However, Mayakovsky also transforms
Blagonravov’s description along ideological lines: expanding on the idea that “nothing foretold
the October battle,” the scene becomes a general depiction of life “under capitalism.” Both
phrasings establish the scene as reflecting normal life of the city for that historical moment: even
when the storming of the Winter Palace is nigh, life is as it is on any other night. The importance
of this transformation becomes evident at the end of the chapter, which largely repeats these lines
but declares a deep change to socialism that is not evident in superficial urban realia.

It must also be noted, however, that Mayakovsky omits the people that Blagonravov places
in the scene. Mayakovsky’s city is primarily geographic (wind, Troitsky Bridge) and technological
(automobiles, trams), while movement through it is snakelike (contrary to the rectilinear nature of
Saint Petersburg emphasized, for example, in the introduction to Andrei Bely’s Petersburg). Even
though the presence of people is implied by the conveyances in the scene, these are the ‘everyday
citizens’ (obyvateli) and not the people who make the revolution, that is, the masses that storm the
Winter Palace. Thanks to Katanian’s identification of the source text, we see fidelity in most
images and ideas in combination with poetic rephrasing that expands the typicality of the night to

represent the pre-October political situation. In this Mayakovsky hearkens back to the opening of

452 Blagonravov, in Piontkovsky, Khrestomatiia po istorii Oktiabr'skoi revoliutsii, 195, qtd. in “Katanian, “O
nekotorykh istochikakh,” 290.
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the poema (“Time is a thing extraordinarily long”; everything before October is part of the
concluded capitalist past) but also alters the foreshadowing implicit in Blagonravov’s original text
(“Nothing foretold the October battle).#>% Nothing in these lines credits them to Blagonravov, and
the average reader of 1927, and likely even the reader familiar with Blagonravov’s account, may
not identify it as source material.

A variation of Mayakovsky’s citational technique from later in the chapter deserves
attention as evidence of Mayakovsky’s receptivity to external ideological considerations. Upon
the Bolshevik taking of the Winter Palace, attention turns to one of the leaders of the assault,
Nikolai Podvoisky:*%* «Tosapum IToasoiickuii / cen B Mammny, // ckazan ycrano: / «Konueno. ..
/ B Cwmonbubli».*® According to Katanian, the corresponding moment in Podvoisky’s
reminiscences, published in Sheiberg’s anthology, reads as: «fl yexan B CmonbHbINH. beuto aBa
vaca. 3amen k Bnagumupy WMneuay».4% The factographic relationship between Podvoisky’s text
and Mayakovsky’s paraphrase of it is quite similar to that in the first example: rather than marking
the time of night, Mayakovsky emphasizes the finality of the taking of the Winter Palace in
accordance with his presentation of that moment as the apotheosis of the revolution.

Podvoisky, however, took issue with this version of events. As Katanian records,

453 1t is worth bearing in mind that Chapter 5 ends with heightened expectation of the storming of the Winter Palace,
namely, with a phrase by Lenin recorded by John Reed paraphrased as «Ceroaus, / roBopwur, / moasiMathest paso. //
A mociesaBtpa - / mo3mHo». See Katanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 443.

454 Podvoisky wrote a short reminiscence in 1918 and updated it in 1927. Corney argues that “this [later] version of
Podvoisky’s recollections did not differ greatly in its details from his reminiscences of several years earlier, his vivid
and dramatically embellished ‘storming of the Winter Palace’ now drew on ten years of cultural inscription of October,
and incorporated all of the elements of harmony, inexorability, and drama that were markers of that process.” Corney,
Telling October, 89, 182.

4% “Comrade Podvoisky got into the car, / said with fatigue: “It is finished — to Smolny.” Maiakovskii, Khorosho!,
in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 262.

456 < Jeft for Smolny. It was two o’clock. I stopped in to see Vladimir Ilych.” Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,”
303.
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B moe3ne KucnmoBoack — Mocksa [in September 1927 — ZR] MasikoBckuii BCTpeTH
onHoro u3 ceoux repoes — H.M. IToxBolickuil — u pouen eMy HEKOTOPBIE TJIaBbl, B TOM
4yuclie, pa3yMeercs, HIECTYIO.

[To moBoay crpok, rae ynomuHaercs oH cam («Tosapum ITonBoiickuit cenm B
ManimHy, ckasan ycrano: «Konueno... B CmonbHbIi»), [lonBorickuit 3ameruit: «He mor s
CKa3aTh TOrJa «KOHUEHO». Kak «KOHYeHO», KOT/1a TOJIbKO Havajaoch? .

Sl moMHIO paccka3 MasikOBCKOro o TOM, Kak OH criopui Torzaa ¢ IloaBonckum,
BO3paXkaJl M JIOKa3blBAJI, YTO B IUIAHE ONHUCAHHUS ATOrO OJHOTO JIHS HCTOPUYECKOTO
MIepeBOPOTa, MOABOJS UTOT M MOAYEPKHUBAsS 3aBEpLICHHE BEIMKUX COOBITUH, 3TO CIOBO
JOTKHO OBITH MPOU3HECEHO.

On the train to from Kislovodsk to Moscow [in September 1927 — ZR], Mayakovsky met
one of his protagonists — N.l. Podvoisky — and read several chapters to him, including, of
course, the sixth.

In regard to the lines in which he himself is mentioned (“Comrade Podvoisky got
into the car, said with fatigue: ‘It is finished... to Smolny”), Podvoisky remarked: “I could
not have said then ‘it is finished.” How could it be ‘finished,” when everything had just
then started?!”

I remember Mayakovsky’s story of how he argued with Podvoisky then, how he
raised objections and tried to prove that in terms of description of this one day of the
historic overthrow, summarizing and underscoring the accomplishment of great events, this
word must be said.*’

This story suggests Mayakovsky’s intent for the Winter Palace scene: accomplishment of its
seizure was to symbolize the apotheosis of the revolution. This is the sort of thinking about the
transcription and transformation of reality that broadly characterized factography. However,
Podvoisky’s opinion also mattered.*>® Katanian continues:

I'epoit TpeboBan TouHOCTH. HO M aBTOp XOTen ObITh TOUHBIM. M XO0Ts MaskoBcKuit
MPOJOJIKaJl HAcTauBaTh, BCE-TAKHM Yy CIOPHOW CTPOKH IOSBUIICA BCKOPE BApPUAHT, B
kotopoM 3amedanue [lomBorickoro Owi10 yuteHo. [losma yke medaranach, ¥ BHOCHUTH
WCIpaBlIeHUs OBIJIO MO3JHO, HO B YTEHHHM 3Ta CTpPOKAa Teleph BBHITIANENA YXKe Tak:
«Toapun I[TonBoiickwuii / cen B MamHy, // ckazan ycrano: «K Jlenuny... / B CMonbHBII».
N 510 peicTBUTENHHO B TOYHOCTH COOTBETCTBOBAJIO TOMY, YTO CKa3aHO OBUIO B
BocriomuHaHusx llonBoiickoro: «f yexan B CMmonbHbIA... 3amen Kk Biaagumupy
Wnpuay»,*5

457 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 314.

458 podvoisky was a member of Istpart, and thus had played a role deciding these very questions of how to narrate and
remember the revolution. On Podvoisky’s selection to the committee, see Corney, Telling October, 101, 103-104.
Moreover, in 1927 he appeared as himself in Eisenstein’s October (as also did Antonov-Ovseenko) and played a
significant role in the organization of events for the tenth anniversary (Corney, Telling October, 174, 178, 181-183).

459 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 314.
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The hero demanded precision. But the author also wanted to be precise. And although

Mayakovsky continued to insist, all the same the disputed line soon gained a variation in

which Podvoisky’s criticism was heeded. The poema was already being printed and it was

too late to make corrections, but in readings this line now looked like: “Comrade Podvoisky

/ got into the car, // said with fatigue: “To Lenin... / To Smolny.” And this truly and

precisely corresponded with what was said in Podvoisky’s reminiscences: “I left for

Smolny... Stopped in to see Vladimir Ilych.”
According to Katanian, Mayakovsky proceeded to read the modified line at a Lef meeting on 20
September at which Lunacharsky, Auerbach, and Fadeev were also present. 460

Of particular interest in this story is Mayakovsky’s ultimate willingness to subordinate his
ideological argument about the accomplishment of the revolution through the taking of the Winter
Palace to Podvoisky’s demand for precision. As Katanian points out, Podvoisky’s demand
corresponded with Mayakovsky’s aim. But this small change renders visible the tension between
the goals in factography to simultaneously record and transform life. Mayakovsky weakens his
ideological argument and the symbolic potency of the taking of the Winter Palace, and disrupts
the emphasis on the end of the old in his pun «Kotopsie Tyt Bpemennsie? / Cnass! // Konunnocs
Bamre BpeMs» (“Who here’s the temporaries? / Get down! / Your time has ended”), for the sake of
more accurately inscribing Podvoisky’s commentary — and thus his interpretation of these events,
which prioritizes the start of Bolshevik power over the end of the former Russia.

Podvoisky was among the most significant Bolshevik Party authorities in the 1920s, and
“he was often in charge of initiatives by the Soviet regime to commemorate October, culminating

in his role as head of the Tenth Jubilee Commission, in which he was able to sponsor some of the

major cinematographic incarnations of the revolution, most notably Eisenstein’s October.”46! |t

460 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 314. However, the original version remained in the first book edition of
Khorosho!

461 Corney, Telling October, 204.
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also is perhaps not incidental that Podvoisky’s memoirs were not only among the most significant
eyewitness accounts of the taking of the Winter Palace, but also that they were revised and
republished in 1927. In Corney’s analysis, “His series of recollections from 1919 to 1927 did not
so much change the specific details of his tale as embellish them with increasing drama and
passion. Thus from the bare facts he recalled in 1919 of the taking of the Winter Palace did his
much richer and meaning-full tale of the storming of the Winter Palace emerge in 1927 as the
central event of both the October Revolution and his own life of revolution.”#%? Clearly this is an
source of information whose word Mayakovsky would heed.

This change erases phrasing that mystifies the revolution as a religious process. In the
Russian Synodal version of the Gospel of Mark (14:41), Jesus returns for the third time to the
disciples in the garden of Gethsemane. Finding them asleep, he rebukes them: «Bs1 Bce ere criure
u nnounsaere? Konueno, npumien yac: BoT, npeaaercs Coin YenoBedeckuil B pyKH MPEITHUKOBY. 463
Although the phrasing differs, the same basic idea is conveyed as Christ’s final words from the
cross (John 19:30): «Korma ke Hucyc Bkycun ykcye, ckazai: - Cosepuunocs! Y, mpekioHuB
r1aBy, oH mpenan ayx».*84 Other expressions of this idea have less religious valence. From within
the Winter Palace, Antonov-Ovseenko declares: «5, npeacemarens peBBOCHKOMUTETa AHTOHOB,
// BpeMeHHOE paBUTEIILCTBO O0BSBIISIO HU3IOKeHHBIMY (“I, representative of the Revolutionary
Military Committee Antonov, / Declare the Provisional Government overthrown.”). This is a

performative statement, in the sense that Antonov-Ovseenko’s declaration both reflects and

462 Corney, Telling October, 204.

463 Cf. the ‘inexorability’ of the revolution and the ‘arrival of the hour’ here, as Christ has already announced that one
of the disciples will betray him.

In the NIV translation: “Are you still sleeping? Enough! The hour has come. Look, the Son of Man is
delivered into the hands of sinners.”

484 I the NIV translation: “When he had received the drink, Jesus said, ‘It is finished.” With that, he bowed his head
and gave up his spirit.”
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changes reality, issued by a Bolshevik leader with the people literally at his back. In Tampolski’s
terms, Antonov-Ovseenko’s declaration is a symbolic representation of Bolshevik self-
legitimization. Earlier in the chapter Mayakovsky puns on the name of the Provisional (or more
literally, temporary) Government:

W B Ty / THINIMHY / pacKaTUBIIUNCS BCIACTD

6ac, / okpenuii / HaJ pesiMH pest:

«Koropsie TyT Bpemennsie? / Cnasp!

Konuunoce Bame Bpems». 46

And into this silence, reverberating to its heart’s content,

a bass, strengthened, fluttering over yardarms:

“Who here are the temporaries? Get down!

Your time has ended.”
This command, delivered by an unnamed actor, is the third verbal assertion of Bolshevik power in
the chapter. According to Katanian, it originated in the minster Maliantovich’s reminiscences,
phrased as «['me 3aech wieHbl BpeMeHHOTO npaButesibeTBa?» (“Where are the members of the
Provisional Government here?”’)*¢® Although the description of this voice suggests attribution to a
sailor, the bass voice subtly suggests that this phrasing is Mayakovsky’s, and thus allows the poet
to covertly announce the initiation of Soviet power in his own voice. That this line commanded
particular importance is also evidenced in posters from Mayakovsky’s 1927 tour of the Soviet

Union advertising public performances of Khorosho!, on which each chapter was given an

informal title.#¢” The third line in the passage quoted above is given as the ‘title’ of Chapter 6.4%8

465 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 261.

466 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 302. The passage from Maliantovich’s reminiscences cited by Katanian
also mentions guards surrounding and protecting him and the others, who are absent in Mayakovsky’s rendition.

467 “Informal’ because no published versions, including the 1927 edition, bear chapter titles. Only a few of
Mayakovsky’s poemy utilize chapter titles: Chelovek, Pro eto, Liubliu and Letaiushchii proletarii, (Man, About That,
I Love, The Flying Proletarian) for example.

468 One such poster, in this case, advertising Mayakovsky’s recitation of Khorosho! on 26 October at the State
Academic Capella in Leningrad, appears in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, between pages 264-265.
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A few lines before Podvoisky’s pronouncement, Mayakovsky writes of the scene of the
Second Congress of Soviets at Smolny:

A B CMonbHOM / TOJMA, / PACTONBIPUB TPY/IH,

TOKpBIBaa / mecHei / peiiepBepk CBEICHUM.

Brepssie / BMecTO: / — M 3T0 OyJeT... —

Henu: / — ¥ 9TO ecTh / Halll TocHeHui. .. —46°

Meanwhile at Smolny, the crowd, heart splayed out,

covered with a song the fireworks of intel.

For the first time instead of: “And this will be”

they sang: “and this is our final...”
Katanian maintains that neither of the two anthologies consulted by Mayakovsky mention singing
of the Internationale at all during the storming of the Winter Palace, much less that it was at this
moment that the change in tense in the chorus took place.*’® According to Podvoisky, “The report
of the taking of the Winter Palace creates a triumphal and deeply concentrated mood at the
congress.”*"? It is possible that here Mayakovsky conflates two or perhaps even three distinct
scenes: reaction to the news of the taking of the Winter Palace, reaction to the unanimous
ratification of the “Proclamation to Belligerent Nations™ earlier on 25 October, and perhaps also
the Second Congress of Soviets on 26 October. The American journalist John Reed described the
second of these as follows:

Suddenly, by common impulse, we found ourselves on our feet, mumbling together into

the smooth lifting unison of the Internationale. A grizzled old soldier was sobbing like a

child. Alexandra Kollontai rapidly winked the tears back. The immense sound rolled

through the hall, burst windows and doors and seared into the quiet sky. “The war is ended!

The war is ended!” said a young workman near me, his face shining. And when it was over,

as we stood there in a kind of awkward hush, some one in the back of the room shouted,

“Comrades! Let us remember those who have died for liberty!” So we began to sing the
Funeral March, that slow, melancholy and yet triumphant chant, so Russian and so moving.

469 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 262.
470 Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 303.
4n <(COO6H.ICHI/IC O B3iTHUH 3I/IMHCFO co3gacT TOp)KeCTBeHHOG 58 FHY60KO COCpC,I[OTO‘ICHHOC HaCTpOCHI/Ie ChE3Aa».

Podvoisky, in Sheinberg, Oktiabr'skaia revoliutsiia: Khrestomatiia. Uchebnoe posobie dlia shkol 1 i Il stupeni
(Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe lzdatel'stvo, 1925), gtd. in Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 303.
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The Internationale is an alien air, after all. The Funeral March seemed the very soul of
those dark masses whose delegates sat in this hall, building from their obscure visions a
new Russia — and perhaps more.4"2

Two stanzas of the funeral march “You Fell Victim” (“Vy zhertvoiu pali”) follow this description,
presumably in Reed’s own translation. Reed does not mention any changes to the text of the
Internationale, and in any case, the vote to adopt the Decree of Peace (Dekret o mire, to which
Reed refers as the “Proclamation to the Peoples and Governments of All Belligerent Nations™) was
held on 26 October at the Second Congress of Soviets. Nikolai Sukhanov describes the scene
immediately following the passage of the Decrees of Land and Peace in his memoirs:

Jlonrue oBanuu cMeHWIMCH NeHneM «MHTepHannoHanay. 3aTeM CHOBa IPUBETCTBOBAIN
Jlenuna, xkpuyanu «ypa», Opocaau B Bo3ayX Imanku. [Iporenu moxXopoHHBIH Mapil B
namsTh XKepTB BOWHBL 1 cHOBa pykormieckanu, Kpuyaiu, Opocaay HIankKH.

Becy mpesumumym Bo rimaBe ¢ JIGHMHBIM CTOSUI M Tesl ¢ BO30YXKACHHBIMHU,
OJlyXOTBOPEHHBIMU JIMIIAMHU U TOpSIIMMHU TnazamMu. Ho uHTepecHee Obuia aenerarckas
Macca. Ee HacTpoeHne HauMHalIo OCHOBATENbHO KPENHYTh. [lepeBopoT 1men Tak riajgko,
Kak OOJIBIIMHCTBO HE OXKUIAJIO; OH YXe Kazayics 3aBeplieHHbIM. Co3HaHME €ro ycrexa
pacpoCTpaHsIOCh, «MHTEPIOINPOBATIOCH) U HA €r0 Pe3yJbTaTbl. Maccsl IPOHUKIUCH
BEpOii, uTo Bee OymeT Xopowo u aanpie. 4’3

Long ovations gave way to singing of the Internationale. Then we again acknowledged
Lenin, shouted ‘Hooray,” threw our hats in the air. We sang a funeral march in memory of
the casualties of war. And again applauded, yelled, threw hats.

The entire presidium with Lenin at its head stood and sang with impassioned,
animated faces and burning eyes. But more interesting was the mass of delegates. Its mood
started to staunchly strengthen. The overthrow had gone more smoothly than the majority
had expected; it already seemed accomplished. The realization that it had succeeded
spread, ‘interpolated’ on its results as well. The masses became imbued with faith that from
now on all would be well.

Iampolski’s interpretation of this scene supports the thesis that Mayakovsky conflates several
distinct moments in Khorosho! One can easily imagine how the sense of rapid change would blur

the distinctions between events: the ‘overthrow’ (perevorot), as Sukhanov notes, was smoother

472 Reed, Ten Days that Shook the World (New York: International Publishers, 1967), 132.

473 Sukhanov, Zapiski o revoliutsii, 356, qtd. in lampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet Sovetskuiu vlast',” 52.
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than planned, and the Second Congress now suddenly acts as the power of the country. lampolski
argues that a similar conflation of events was characteristic of subsequent Soviet presentation of
the Second Congress:
3aureHue JIeHUHBIM JACKPCTOB OOBIKHOBEHHO ITOHHMAETCSI KaK MOMEHT O(I)OpMJIeHI/ISI
COBETCKOU BJIaCTH, KaK aKT OCHOBAaHHA. I[Ba BBICTYIUICHUA IMOYTH CJIMBAIOTCA B OAHO,
COJICp’)KAaHUE UX CYMMHUPYETCA JBYMsI Maru4eCKMMH CJIOBaMH — MuUp M 3emuisi. Ho mst
pereBeHTaTHBHOﬁ Tpaaullu Ba)XHO HE CTOJIBKO KOHKPETHOC COACPIKAHUC BBICTyHJICHHf/'I
JlennHa, CKOJIBKO caM (pakT €ro BBICTYIUIEHUH, KOTOPBIM Jjake HENOCPEICTBEHHBIMU U
ABTOPUTCTHBIMHU CBHUACTCIIIMU COOBITHH IpexKaAEC BCCTO OIUCBIBACTCA KaK MOMCHT
CIIOHTA@HHOTI'O CANHCHUA ACJICTaToB, OXBAa4YCHHBIX HEBUAaHHBIM 9HTY3UA3MOM,
c(OKyCHPOBaHHBIM Ha QUType BOKI. *'4
Lenin’s reading of the decrees is typically understood as the moment of formalization of
Soviet power, as an act of foundation. The two speeches practically run together into one,
their content is summarized in two magical words: peace and land. But for the
representative tradition the specific content of Lenin’s speeches was less important than
the fact of his speeches itself, which even authoritative eyewitnesses of the events chiefly
describe as a moment of spontaneous unification of delegates overtaken by unprecedented
enthusiasm focused on the figure of the leader.
Perhaps Mayakovsky already had observed the conflation described by lampolski and mimics it
here, perhaps these scenes in fact had blended together in his memory, or perhaps Mayakovsky
deliberately renders singing of the Internationale as an immediate reaction to the news of the
taking of the Winter Palace. He could have done so solely on the basis of Podvoisky’s
reminiscences. While a definitive answer to this question is not forthcoming, it is undeniable that
the heightened emotion at Bolshevik success conforms to the narrative of the storming of the
Winter Palace as the apotheosis of the October Revolution.
In his 1924 Vladimir llych Lenin Mayakovsky had narrated the scene at Smolny on 25
October as if observing it himself. However, he does not mention the Internationale in the earlier

poema. If Mayakovsky was in fact at Smolny on 25 October, he likely would remember whether

the Internationale was sung, and if so, the tense of byt in the chorus. Although Mayakovsky’s

474 lampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet Sovetskuiu vlast',” 52.
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commentary on the Internationale does not appear historically accurate, the updated, present-tense
version of the Internationale was useable as a means to present the storming of the Winter Palace
as the salient moment of the revolution: it is at this moment that the socialist future becomes the
present in Mayakovsky’s narrative, and the revolution becomes a fait accompli. Meanwhile, if
Mayakovsky was not present at Smolny during the storming, then his seemingly eyewitness
description of Smolny reads like a surreptitious way to lay claim to presence at a key historical
moment. He certainly could not lay claim to participation in the storming itself.

This moment in the text immediately follow’s Antonov-Ovseenko’s pronouncement of the
overthrow of the Provisional Government, and thus suggests that the storming of the Winter Palace
is indeed the “final, decisive battle.” The result is an ideological oversimplification: as Podvoisky
responded to Mayakovsky later, any Bolshevik of the time would have understood that the struggle
to recreate Russia as socialist (whence communist) only began with the seizure of power. But for
Mayakovsky, the drama of the narrative here takes priority even over ideological correctness.

As Podvoisky and Antonov-Ovseenko map the impending assault on the Winter Palace
from Smolny, Lenin appears, returned from hiding under the assumed identity Sestroretsky as a
worker in the lvanov factory, and still bearing the elements of his disguise: 47>

A B CMmoTbHOM, / B AymMax / 0 OMTBE U BOICKe,

Wnpuy / rpuMupoBaHHBIN / MEUET MIaXKKH,

na nepen kaptoii / AuToHoB ¢ [logBoiickum

BTBIKAIOT / B MeCTa aTak / Qpuaxku.*’®

Meanwhile at Smolny, in thoughts of battle and troops,

Ilych, in makeup, plants short steps,

while Antonov and Podvoisky, facing the map,
stick flags in it at points of attack.

475 K atanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 444.

476 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 255.
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If it is surprising that this is the only mention of Lenin in this key chapter, it might be still more
surprising that Lenin appears in a far from heroic pose that seems to align with documentary
sources. One example comes from Trotsky (albeit from a source that Mayakovsky could not have
known):
...JleHuH, emie 3arpuMUpOBAHHBIN, B TApUKe W OOJBIIMX OYKAX CHACIT y MpOXoda B
oO1ecTBe ABYX WM Tpex OonbiieBuKoB. [1o myTn Ha coOpanue cBoeil (ppakiuu Jan u
Cko0eneB 0CTaHOBMJIMCH HAIPOTHB CTOJA, 3a KOTOPBIM CHUJIENIH 3arOBOPIINKH, YBHUJIEIH
JlennHa u, KOHEYHO, y3HaIHU ero. Kazanocek Obl, Bpems pasrpumupoBathesi. Ho Jlennn He
CIICHINJI ITOABJIATHCSA HA Hy6n1/11<e. On npeaAnnouruTal HEMHOI'O OTTIAACTBCA U CO6paTL HUTHU
B CBOMX PYKaX, ITOKyZa OCTaBasCh 3a CLEHOM.
...Lenin, still in makeup, in a wig and large glasses sat by the aisle in the company of two
or three Bolsheviks. On their way to the meeting of their faction Dan and Skobelev stopped
facing the table where the conspirators sat, saw Lenin, and of course recognized him. One
would think it was time to remove the makeup. But Lenin was in no hurry to appear in
public. He preferred to survey the scene a bit and gather the threads in his hands while
remaining offstage.*’’
lampolski comments on Trotsky’s reminiscences: “It is difficult to explain Lenin’s behavior
definitively. It is obvious, however, that at the moment of the first session of the congress he still
does not feel like the victor and continues to conduct himself according to the laws of plot and
conspiracy.”4’®
Lenin’s short steps are a far cry from the image of long, confident strides forward and the
distinctive head and face of Lenin in other depictions (including Pasternak’s in Malady Sublime
[Vysokaia bolezn']), while emphasis on the makeup used in his disguise suggests an affinity with

Kerensky, who appeared as an actor in earlier chapters of Khorosho! Moreover, not only does

attention shift from Lenin to Antonov-Ovseenko and Podvoisky, but the scene quickly shifts from

477 Cf. Trotsky’s description of the same historic moment: Trotsky, The Russian Revolution 440-441, originally
published in Russian in three volumes in Berlin 1931-1933, qtd. in lampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet Sovetskuiu
vlast',” 49.

478 Jampolski, “Lenin provozglashaet Sovetskuiu vlast',” 49.
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Smolny to canonical representatives of the people — Red Guards, workers, sailors, and ‘poor folk’
(goli) — approaching the Winter Palace for the assault. In the totality of these actors one can sense
Mayakovsky’s alignment with a broader goal of discussion of the events of October 1917 during
the ten-year anniversary: to resolve the issue of the relationship between the Bolshevik Party and
the people. In this chapter, they act in concert.

This ambiguous portrait of Lenin in the crucial moment of the revolution contrasts sharply
with the analogous scene in Mayakovsky’s 1924 poema Vladimir Il'ich Lenin. Written in
commemoration of Lenin’s death and completed in early October 1924 but not explicitly
connected to the seventh anniversary of the October Revolution (it is dedicated to RKP(b)), the
poema was republished in a second book edition in 1927. According to a review of a public reading
of Vladimir Illych Lenin published in Rabochaia Moskva, Mayakovsky «xoten math CHIbHYIO
¢urypy Jlenuna na ¢one Bceit ucropuu pepomronun» (“wanted to give a strong figure of Lenin
against the drop of the entire history of the revolution”).#”® Recalling the events of 25 October,
here Mayakovsky emphasizes Lenin’s role without mention of Podvoisky or Antonov, but with
mention of Trotsky, in Khorosho! referred to only by his birth surname Bronshtein, and Stalin,
whose role in the uprising was at most minor:48

Korpa st / uToxy / TO, 9TO TPOKHUII,

Y POIOCH B JHSX - / ApYalIINid 1€,

s1 BCIIOMHHAIO / OJHO U TO XK€ —

IBaAIATh IATOE, / MIEPBbIii ICHb.

Teikamu / ThIueTCs / YMpKaHbE MOJIHUM,

MaTpockl / B 00MOBI / UTPAIOT, KAaK B MSYUKH.

Ot ryna / npoxut / B30y mopaxxeHHbI CMOJIBHBIH.
B maTpoHHBIX JIeHTaX / BHH3Y ITyJIEMETIHKH.

4719 “poema Maiakovskogo ‘Lenin’ pered sudom partiinogo aktiva,” Rabochaia Moskva, 23 October 1924. Qtd. in
Eventov and Prokushev, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 521.

480 In this passage it is unclear whom Stalin summons or for what purpose, and his role in the organization and
execution of the storming of the Winter Palace was minor. Unsurprisingly, Soviet commentaries consulted for this
study do not comment on Stalin’s presence in the passage. It is possible that Mayakovsky mentions him here out of
political necessity more than anything else.
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— Bac / Be3bIBaet / ToBapui CTanuH.
Hampaso / Tpetbs, / oH / Tam. —

— ToBapumy, / He octanaBnuBathes! / Uero cranmm?
B O6poneBuku / 1 Ha moyTamT! —

— Ilo nmpuka3y / ToBapuia Tporkoro! —

— EcTb! — / mOBepHyIics / ¥ CKPBUICS CKOPO,

Y TONBKO / Ha JIeHTe / y pIoTcKoro

MOJT JIaMIIOH / GiiecHy0 — / « ABpopay.

Kto MunT ¢ mpuka3zom, / KTO B Kyde CIOPSIIHX,
Kro menkan / 3aTBOpoM / Ha JI€BOM KOJICHE.
Croma / ¢ TOro KOHIIa KOPHIOPHINA

604koM / mo1iesn / He3aMeTHbIHN JIeHuH.

Ve / Unbruem / TOBeICHHBIC B OUTBBIL,

ere / He 3Hasi / €ro 1o MOPTpeTaMm,

TOJIKAJIUCh, / Opaju, / ocTpee OPUTBBI

COJAATHI IPYT JpyTa / KPbUIUA MIPH 3TOM.

W B TOI KenaHHOI / )Kene3Ho# Oype

Wnbny, / kak Oyaro / gake 3acriaHHBIH,

marai, / CTaHOBMJICS / U TJ1a3, COILyps,
BOH3aJI, / 3aJI0KUBIIHN / PYKH 33 CIIUHY.

B kaxoro-to mapHs / B 00MOTKax, / 10XMaToro,
ycTaBui / 6e3 mpomMaxa OB TJ1a3,

Kak OyaTo / cepiie / c-ToJ] CIOB BBIMATHIBAL,
Kak OyaTo / mytry / Tanwt u3-moxa ¢ppas.

W 3Han 51, / 90 BCE / pacCKpHITO U MOHATHO

Y THM / TJ1a30M / HABEPHOE BBUIIOBUTCS —

U KPUK KPECThSIHCKUI, / 1 BOIUIU (ppoHTa,

U BOJIs HOOENbIA, / ¥ BOJIA Iy THII0BLA. 48!

When | sum up what | lived through

And rummage in the days — none are brighter,

I think back to one and the same —

the twenty-fifth, the first day.

Like bayonets thrust the striking of lightning,
sailors play at bombs, like at ball.

From the buzz shakes riled-up Smolny.

In cartridge belts below machine guns.
“Comrade Stalin summons you.

To the right, the third, he’s there.”

“Comrades, don’t stop! Why are you standing there?
To the armored cars and to the post office!”
“On the order of Comrade Trotsky!”

“Yes, sir!” — he turned and quickly disappeared
and only on the sailor’s hat

under the lamp sparkled — the Aurora.

481 Maiakovskii, Vladimir Il'ich Lenin, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 281-283.
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Someone rushes by with an order, someone else is entangled in an argument,
Another rattled the [gun] bolt on left knee.

From the other end of the vast corridor

Sidled up Lenin, unnoticed.

Having already been led to battle by Ilych,

but still not recognizing him from portraits,
soldiers jostled, hollered, sharper than a razor,
swearing all the while.

And in this desired iron storm

Ilych, as if even sleepy,

stepped, stopped, and squinting, fixed his gaze
with his hands behind his back.

At some lad, in leg wraps, disheveled,

his beating eye aimed without missing,

as if pulling his heart from words,

as if dragging his soul out from under phrases.

And | knew that all was revealed and clear,

and that by this eye without fail will be fished out —
the peasant shout, and wails from the front,

and the freedom of workers of Nobel and Putilov.

In this passage Mayakovsky places himself at Smolny on 25 October. However, it is difficult to
tell where Mayakovsky’s personal reminiscences, if any of this can be understood as such, begin
and end.

The scholarship that accepts Mayakovsky’s claim to presence at Smolny but fails to explain
it. In his autobiography “I Myself” Mayakovsky describes October 1917 briefly and laconically:
“To accept or not accept [the revolution]? There was no such a question for me (and for other
Muscovite Futurists). My revolution. | went to Smolny. | worked. | did everything | had to. The
meetings begin.”*%? Preceding and subsequent entries (“August [1917],” “January [1918])
provide no clarification of Mayakovsky’s work at Smolny. Dinershtein relates that Mayakovsky
responded to a call to convene Petrograd delegates of the intelligentsia for discussion of

preservation of pre-revolutionary art (broadly defined and including buildings) and the

482 ([TpuHMMAaTh WM He NPUHAMATh? TaKoro BOmpoca st MeHs (M JUIs APYTHX MOCKBHYEH-(QYTYpHCTOB) He OBLIO.

Most peBoutronust. [Tomen 8 CmonbHBIi. PaGoTain. Bee, uro mpuxommnocs. Haunnarot 3acemats». Maiakovskii, la sam,
in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 25. Italics added.
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organization of cultural life under the Bolshevik government. According to eyewitness accounts
by B.F. Malkin cited by Dinershtein, Mayakovsky was present at a 7 November meeting of the
Petrograd intelligentsia at Smolny.*® The other eyewitness cited by Dinershtein, the political
commentator for the newspaper Novaia zhizn' M. lu. Levidov, claimed that Mayakovsky was not
present at Smolny on 25 October, but that he saw Mayakovsky at some point in the following two
weeks. 484

Two scholars acquainted with Mayakovsky present similarly underexplained accounts.
Pertsov, citing the stenograph of a speech Mayakovsky delivered to VAPP in 1925, writes with
assurance that “Mayakovsky was at Smolny on the 25" of October, he saw V.I. Lenin.”4%
However, the passage cited by Pertsov does not present conclusive evidence that Mayakovsky is
speaking of 25 October specifically:

Jlanbiie uAeT BONpOC O XapakTepucTrke. HeMHOrMM 13 Hac ObUTO 1aHO CYACThE YBUICTh

toBapuina JleanHa. B3sTeIil MHOO (DaKT 3TO OJIMH U3 TE€X, KOTOPHIE 51 OMIMCHIBAJI C HATYPHI.

Ota KapThuHa Obl1a B JHHU PCBOJIIOIMHU 6y1(BaJ'H>HO CliCaHa ¢ TOBapulia .HGHI/IHa, U TaKoH

croco0 CTOATDH, 3aJI0OKUB PYKHU, BCCM H3BCCTCH. I[anbme, JI1 TOTO yTOOBI CKa3aTh

«3aCMaHHbI», — 3TO HACTOJBKO Ka3aJloChb HEBEPOATHBIM JJid JIeHWHa, 4TO 3a 3TOU
CTPOYKOM HfeT. .. 40

483 Dinershtein, “Maiakovskii v fevrale-okiabre 1917 g.,” 563. Malkin’s reminiscences date to 1935; it is clear in
context that Malkin uses old style (Julian) dates in his reminiscences (25 October O.S. = 7 November N.S.).

484 Dinershtein, “Maiakovskii v fevrale-okiabre 1917 g.,” 569.
485 «MasKkoBCKMii ObLI B «IIEPBBIH JAeHb» UM e B HepBble AuH OKTA0pbCKoi peBomonuu. C 3aKOHHOM TOPAOCTBIO
oH nucan B aBrodouorpaduu: «Ilomen 8 CMomnbHbIiA. ..» Pertsov, Zhizn' i tvorchestvo, vol. 1, 346.

488 Maiakovskii, “Vystuplenie na pervoi vsesoiuznoi konferentsii proletarskikh pisatelei,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12, 273. The criticism for describing Lenin as ‘sleepy’ was Demian Bedny’s. Following the
ellipsis in my quotation, Mayakovsky recited part of the long passage quoted above, then added, in typically sarcastic
fashion, “Maybe after this comrade Sosnovsky can teach me how to depict Lenin.” Sosnovsky, as Tumarkin observes,
wrote and orated about Lenin “in Christlike terms” with the distinction that “Ilich is the mortal man and Lenin is the
immortal leader and universal symbol” (Tumarkin, Lenin Lives! The Lenin Cult in Soviet Russia [Cambridge, MA:
Harvard University Press, 1997], 83-4).

In these terms, Mayakovsky’s Lenin in Khorosho! could represent an attempt to unify these two personae. It
is also worth noting that while the debate quoted here took place in 1925, Sosnovsky was a member of the Left
Opposition well before 1927, and in May 1927 he was a signatory on the “Declaration of the 83 (“Zaiavlenie 83-
kh”).
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Now the question of characterization. Only a few of us had the good fortune to see Comrade
Lenin. This fact I’ve taken is one of those that I described from nature. This scene was
literally copied out from Comrade Lenin in the days of revolution, and everyone is familiar
with his way of standing with his hands behind his back. Then, in order to say ‘sleepy’, -
this seemed enough for Lenin that after this line goes...
Katanian expresses similar certainty, although, it seems, at least partially on the basis of Vladimir
llych Lenin: “The Great October Socialist Revolution. On this day Mayakovsky was at Smolny,
where the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the headquarters of the uprising were
located; he saw V1. Lenin (this was described in the poema “Vladimir Ilych Lenin™).”*8" Katanian
further confirms Mayakovsky’s participation in discussions of the relation between Soviet power
and cultural activity in early November; he also cites reminiscences by theater director Aleksandra
Smirnova-Iskander, who saw Mayakovsky in December 1917 in Moscow and confirms that he
and Meyerhold were at Smolny “during the October days.”*8
More recently, V.N. Diadichev acknowledged that “TpeGytor nosicienus u cioBa «Most
pesosrorust. [Tomen B CmosbHbIA. .. » («S1 cam»).” However, he continues,
Benp MasikoBckuii «rores B CMOJIbHBINY OTHIO/Ib HE B TIEPBHIH JIEHb PEBOJIOINH, a JTUIITH
4epe3 ABC HEACIN, BMECTEC C HCCKOJIBKMMU APYTHUMHU ACATCIIAMH HUCKYCCTBA. A BCKOpC, 5
nexadps (18 mo HOB. CT.), Ho3T BoOOIIE yexan B MockBy. 489
The words ‘My revolution. I went to Smolny” (in | Myself) demand explanation. [...] After
all, Mayakovsky ‘went to Smolny’ far from on the first day of the revolution, but only two
weeks later, together with several others from the artistic community. And soon after, on
the 5" of December (the 18" in the new style), the poet left for Moscow.

Jangfeldt does not comment on Mayakovsky’s whereabouts on 25 October, but writes that at this

time, “Mayakovsky’s attitude was one of wait-and-see.”*% It is also worth noting that Mayakovsky

487 Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 134. Citation of the same passage of Mayakovsky’s la sam follows.
488 Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 135.
489 \ladimir Diadichev, Zhizn' Maiakovskogo: verit' v revoliutsiiu (Moscow: Algoritm, 2017), 263.

4% Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 100.
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does not place himself at Smolny in the earlier poems “Vladimir Ilych!” (1920) and “We do not
believe” (“My ne verim,” 1923), nor does he suggest as much in the later “Conversation with
Comrade Lenin” (“Razgovor s tovarishchem Leninym,” 1929).

Lack of clarity as to when Mayakovsky actually “went to Smolny” aside, Mayakovsky
places himself there in Vladimir Il'ich Lenin, but not in Khorosho! Mayakovsky’s omission of
himself from the later text is particularly striking in the context of the 1927 anniversary. At a time
when evenings of reminiscences flourished, people could establish legitimacy as a Soviet citizens
or bolster revolutionary credentials through carefully framed and narrated reminiscences, and one
way to demonstrate support for the Bolsheviks in 1917 (or, if possible, earlier) was to place oneself
at a crucial moment (for example, opposing Kornilov during the July Days or hearing a speech by
a prominent Bolshevik), and especially to highlight, in Corney’s phrase, ‘moments of
revolutionary epiphany.’49!

A simple resolution to this issue may be that Mayakovsky simply did not want to repeat
content from Vladimir IlI'ich Lenin in Khorosho!, or otherwise that he did not want to draw
attention to the ambiguities of his political attitudes and revolutionary activities in 1917. However,
| argue that omission of himself and the relatively scant attention he pays to Lenin are connected.
If Lenin serves as a sort of wellspring of revolutionary thought in this chapter, with his thought
spreading to the plans of the Military Revolutionary Committee leadership, whence to the people
who execute them, then Mayakovsky is among the multitudes subsumed in the revolutionary
collective. Among many watery images and metaphors, depiction of the stormers’ entrance to the
Winter Palace describes the stormers of the Winter Palace as an elemental watery force:

Kax 6yaTo / Bo/1010 / KOMHATBI TIOJIHS,
TEKJIH, / CIIMBAITUCH / HAJT KaXK]IOW TOTEpeH,

491 Qee, for example, Corney’s discussion of the reminiscences of one A. Martsinovsky from Saratov, Telling October,
140-141.
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Y CXBATKH / BCTIBIXUBAIIH / Kapyie TOJIHS

3a KaXKJIBIM JUBAHOM, / y KaXKI0M OPThePHI. 4%

Like water filling the rooms,

they flowed, merged over each loss,

and skirmishes flared up hotter than noontime

behind each sofa, by each curtain.

The people who carry out Lenin’s thought here become as a fluid filling a container, underscored
by the thrice-repeated adjective kazhdyi. Recalling once again the opening of the poema, in which
the ‘river by the name of fact’ connects directly with factually based depiction of the history of the
revolution, and the conclusion of Chapter 2, in which “the fame [of the Bolshevik party] flowed,”
we now see an instantiation of history in water imagery and metaphors in connection with the
spontaneous and elemental masses.

To a certain extent Mayakovsky’s limited attention to Lenin may be explained as simply
consistent with the ideas of Lef and Mayakovsky himself about the postmortem symbolic status
of Lenin. The first issue of Lef for 1924 — also the first issue published following Lenin’s death in
January of the same year — was to a large extent devoted to Lenin, but specifically to Lenin as an

object of linguistic study rather than as an object of laudation.*®® The opening article, signed ‘Lef’

and not attributed to Mayakovsky in the PSS, implored readers “Don’t traffic in Lenin!”4%

492 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 260.

493 Gorham discusses articles from this issue by lakubinsky, Shklovsky, Tomashevsky, and Tynianov, arguing that
“the Lef writers assigned great social authority to linguists and literary critics [i.e. themselves — ZR], who were most
qualified to act as interpretive intermediaries between the heights and depths of verbal production” (Gorham, Speaking
in Soviet Tongues, 42-45).

IIia Kalinin similarly argues that this same issue was an attempt to extend Formalist literary theory to a theory
of social history, according to which “ideology is revealed as opposed to history in precisely the same manner as
automatized practical language is opposed to poetic language” (Kalinin, “Kak sdelan iazyk Lenina: material istorii i
priem ideologii,” Vestnik SPhGU: lazyk i literatura 15, no. 4 [2018]: 616).

4% On the article and Mayakovsky’s objections more broadly, see Tumarkin, Lenin Lives, 235-237.
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Rejecting the cult of Lenin already in formation, they argued specifically against materialization
and commercialization of Lenin through iconography.
Mpbr HactauBaeM: — He mramnyitte Jlennna. He nevyartaiite ero mopTpeToB Ha Iulakarax,

Ha KJIEEHKax, Ha Tapelkax, Ha Kpy>KKax, Ha noptcurapax. He 6ponsupyiite Jlenuna. He

OTHUMAaMNTe Y HEro €ro JKUBOK MNOoCTYIIM U YCJIOBCUYCCKOI'O 06J'II/IK3., KOTOpBII‘;I OH CyMCJI

COXPaHUTh, PyKOBOJS UCTOpHUEiL. 4%

We insist: do not stamp Lenin. Do not print his portraits on posters, on oilcloths, on plates,

on cups, even on cigar cases. Don’t cast Lenin in bronze. Do not take from him his living

step and the human bearing that he managed to keep while directing the course of history.
It goes without saying that Lef ultimately lost this battle against objectification of Lenin, but their
rejection of it in favor of a living Lenin whose great ideas “guided history” is apparent in
Mayakovsky’s depiction of Lenin at Smolny: while Antonov-Ovseenko and Podvoisky attend to
the material details of the storming of the Winter Palace, Lenin is detached and lost in thought.
Emphasis on his disguise provides factographic detail while shifting focus from Lenin’s material
body to the importance of his thought. Whichever coat Lenin dons, so to speak, his revolutionary
vision remains the same.

The analogous scene in Vladimir Ilych Lenin features a more concrete description of Lenin.
That depiction, however, connects directly with the idea of Lenin as the concrete instantiation of
the abstracted revolutionary goals of the people: merely by looking at Lenin, Mayakovsky can
imagine Lenin not as the source of sound, but as something absorbing and incorporating into the
self the goals of various levels of society, all brought together under the care and concern of Lenin

as the leader representing but standing outside of the political body.*%® In Khorosho!, Lenin is

figuratively and literally peripheral to the physical seizure of the Winter Palace, yet at the same

4% |_ef, “Ne torguite Leninym,” Lef no. 5 (1924), 4.

4% This argument is strongly motivated by lampolski’s discussion of the codification of early Bolshevik political
power in decrees and exertion of authority rather than a single codifying document.
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time he encompasses the entirety of the revolutionary process: he is specifically in thought
(thought metaphorically encloses him) about the battle and troops. In this way the October
Revolution, encapsulated in the storming of the Winter Palace, proceeds both externally to Lenin
and internally to his thought, which in turn envelops him as a physical being.

But lest the connection between earlier Lef views on Lenin’s legacy seem insufficiently
motivating for interpretation of this image of Lenin as an abstraction that specifically
deemphasizes the corporality of the non-departed ruler, it is worth noting that Mayakovsky’s
position on this question in 1927 does not appear any different from that of Lef on the whole in
1924. For example, Mayakovsky’s sharpest criticism of Eisenstein’s October revolved around the
latter’s choice to cast an actor in the role of Lenin. At the “Dispute on the Path and Politics of
Sovkino,” Mayakovsky voiced his opposition:

MpI oronuu oT XpoHUKHU. UTO 3x€ MBI nMeeM K necsatuinetuto Okrsaops?.. Ham CoBkuHO B

nune Di3eHIITeiiHa OyeT Mmoka3pBaTh MOenbHOTO JleHnHa, kakoro-to Hukanoposa

nnu Hukauaposa... S obGemiato, 4To B cCaMblii TOPKECTBEHHBIH MOMEHT, TJie ObI 3TO HU
6LIJ'IO, s OCBHILY M TYyXJIbIMU ﬂﬁHaMI/I 3aKnJar0 J2TOro mnoAgACJIbHOI'O Jlenuna. Oto0
6e300pa3ue. U B 3Tom BuHa nasaeT Ha COBKMHO, KOTOPOE B CBOE BPEMsI HE CYMEINO YUYECTb

BAXXHOCTU XPOHHUKHU U HE YYHUTHEIBACT 3TOI'O U cetiyac. 1 Hally XpOHHKY MBI IIOKYIIA€CM Ha

J0JUIapbl U3 AMEpUKH.

We have moved away from the chronicle. What do we actually have for the ten-year

anniversary of October?... Sovkino as represented by Eisenstein will show us a fake Lenin,

some Nikanorov or Nikandrov... I promise that at the most triumphant moment, wherever
it may be, | will whistle and throw rotten eggs at this fake Lenin. This is a disgrace. And
in this matter blame falls on Sovkino, which did not manage to account for the importance
of the chronicle at the proper time and does not account for it now. Meanwhile we buy our
chronicle for dollars from America.*®’

At the same time, Tret'iakov’s review of Eisenstein’s film does not directly voice any such

opposition to portrayal of Lenin by an actor, even a non-professional one like Nikandrov, although

for Tret'iakov the most important aspect of these films is their ‘recording of fact’ (fiksatsiia fakta)

497 Mayakovsky, “Vystuplenie na dispute ‘Puti i politika Sovkino,” 15 oktiabria 1927 goda,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12, 359.
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through direct, documentary material.*%® Tret'iakov lauds Esfir' Shub’s film, for example, for its
use of video shot in 1917 while lamenting that so little footage exists. Mayakovsky goes a step
further: in an argument reminiscent of the trend to ‘sum up’ the past ten years, Mayakovsky
identifies the lack of chronicle of the revolution as a troubling continuity between 1917 and
1927499

Chapter 6 concludes much as it opened, with a return to paraphrase of Blagonravov’s
reminiscences. Gunfire ceases, and although the environment looks much as it did before (but with
slight modifications to the lesenka structure), a new political order has been established with
cosmic support:

VMot mysemer. / YTOoauI TONKOB.
YMOJNKHY / yJb / 3BEHSIIIUH yIIel.
['openwu, / kak 3Be3/1b1, / TPAaHU IITHIKOB,
OserHenM / 3Be3/1b6I HeOeC / B Kapayiie.
Jyi, / kak Bcerna, / OKTAO0pb / BETpaMH.
Penbebl / o MOCTY BBI3MEHB,

TOHKY / CBOYO / TIPOJIOJIXKAIH TPaAMBbI
yxke — [ mpu corpanusme.%

The machine gun fell silent. It quieted the rumors.
The ringing beehive of bullets subsided.

Like stars, edges of bayonets burned,

stars of the heavens paled on guard duty.

October blew, as always, with winds.

Snaking out the rails along the bridge,

trams continued their race,

4% Tret'iakov, “Kino k iubeleiu,” Novyi Lef no. 10 (1927): 27-31.

499 Maiakovskii, “Vystuplenie na dispute ‘Puti i politika Sovkino’,” in in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii,
vol. 12, 359. It should be noted that Esfir' Shub’s Padenie dinastii Romanovykh makes extensive use of original footage
from October 1917. While Shub was not associated with Lef, her views on facts and films aligned with those of Lef.
Corney writes: “Shub herself argued that fiction films should give way to newsreels, to ‘film the here and now,
contemporary people, contemporary events,” which could be as ‘emotionally affecting’ as the former” (Corney,
Telling October, 197).

Viktor Shklovsky, reviewing Shub’s Padenie dinastii Romanovykh in the anniversary issue of Novyi Lef,
wrote: «Jleara Dcdups Llyo 06 OxrssOpe — xopommast neHTra. OHA HEWCIpaBuMa, TOTOMY uTo moumHHa» (“Esfir'
Shub’s filmstrip about October is a good one. It cannot be amended, because it is authentic.” Shklovsky, “Po povodu
kartiny Esfir' Shub,” Novyi Lef, no. 8-9 (1927), 53.

500 pMaiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 262-263.
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now — under socialism.
Although Mayakovsky acknowledges, as his source material had, that political change was not
recognizable on the surface of everyday life following the storming of the Winter Palace, he
emphasizes the depth and completeness of the change from capitalism to socialism that has taken
place by putting ‘socialism’ in the strong final position previously held by capitalism in a slightly
rephrased return to the everyday scene in the opening four lines. In other words, he treats the
storming of the Winter Palace as that salient, dramatic, crystallizing, Bastille-like moment that the
Bolshevik regime sought. Contrary to broad tendencies in the narration of personal reminiscences
in 1927 anniversary events, and in stark contrast with Mayakovsky’s ordinary focus on himself, in
this chapter Mayakovsky is as if one of the masses — not a direct participant, and perhaps even not
a witness, but a later, authoritative chronicler, subsumed first in the revolution, and then in source

materials from fully fledged participants.

Chapter 7: Khorosho! a la Blok

Chapter 7, set in winter 1917-18, depicts a chance meeting between Mayakovsky and Aleksandr
Blok on the Palace Embankment. Mayakovsky mentions this chapter as “Conversation with Blok”
specifically in I Myself, referring to it as an example of his inclusion of “facts of varying historical
caliber, rightful only in accordance with personal associations.”®® This chapter marks the
reemergence of Mayakovsky: if in Chapters 2-6 Mayakovsky subsumes himself in the revolution
and source materials, then in this chapter, Mayakovsky emerges as if as an outcome of the October

Revolution and supersedes Blok as the first poet of the new socialist order.

501 Maiakovskii, 1a sam, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 29.
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Attention in this analysis focuses on three aspects of the Mayakovsky-Blok meeting. First,
it addresses the connections and collaborations on sociocultural issues between Mayakovsky and
Blok in 1917-1918. Second, it examines the content of Mayakovsky’s depiction of the meeting in
the context of Mayakovsky’s views and previous writings about Blok. Finally, it examines
mechanisms by which Mayakovsky interpolates Blokian works, motifs, and techniques into the
chapter, particularly those of Blok’s landmark 1918 poema The Twelve, the composition of which
roughly coincides with the timing of the meeting. However, incorporation of allusions to other
works by Blok into Khorosho! serves the dual purpose of distancing Blok from the revolution
(highlighting Blok’s ambiguous attitude towards it) while coupling the revolution to Futurism.
Documented by Mayakovsky himself, the meeting illustrates both Mayakovsky’s work with
factual material and his departure from it.

In 1917 Mayakovsky was drafted and assigned to the Military Automobile School
(Voennaia avtomobilnaia shkola) in Petrograd.®®? Military service did not preclude continued
participation in the artistic life of Petrograd, and following the abdication of Nicholas Il and the
formation of the Provisional Government in March 1917, Mayakovsky responded to a call issued
in the Cadet newspaper The People’s Freedom (Narodnaia svoboda) for members of the artistic
intelligentsia to convene and discuss their relationship with the Provisional Government. This
resulted in the creation of the Union of Creative Workers (Soiuz deiatelei iskusstv).

The Union of Creative Workers counted in its membership cultural figures across the arts
and aesthetic and political spectrums. In addition to Mayakovsky, participants included Leonid

Andreev, Aleksandr Benua, Aleksandr Blok, Osip Brik, Feodor Chaliapin, Maksim Gor'ky,

502 According to Dinershtein, Mayakovsky’s assignment to the School may have come about through the assistance
of Maksim Gor'ky or Aleksei Radakov. See Dinershtein, “Maiakovskii v fevrale-oktiabre 1917 g.,” 541.
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Aleksandr Kuprin, Mikhail Kuzmin, Vsevolod Meyerhold, Nikolai Punin, and Il'ia Zdanevich.
Within days of the Union’s first meeting, Mayakovsky joined a faction of the group called Freedom
for Art (Svoboda iskusstvu), that viewed in the convocation of this group an attempt by the
Provisional Government to subordinate artistic production to governmental control. According to
Dinershtein, this group, which quickly became referred to as the ‘left’ position on questions of
freedom of art and collaboration with the Provisional Government, “did not reach significant
strength, but possessed highly enterprising and energetic leaders, who firmly opposed all attempts
at establishment of governmental control over art and vied for a leading role in the Union of
Cultural Workers that was being created.” Mayakovsky and Punin were elected to the group’s
presidium as full members; Blok and Kuzmin were elected as candidate members.>%3 Pertsov refers
to this as the time when “in Mayakovsky awakens a public figure [obshchestvenyi deiatel’], who
recognized his responsibility first and foremost for his sphere of work, that is, for the artistic
front.”%0

Thus, despite a lack of evidence from Mayakovsky’s letters or other writings, he
unquestionably was in contact with Blok in 1917. Moreover, this contact continued after the events
of 25 October, when the Union of Creative Workers met under the auspices of the Bolshevik
Executive Committee rather than the Provisional Government but continued to debate questions
of collaboration or subordination of art and artistic labor to the needs of the government.5% In mid-
December 1917 (N.S.), Mayakovsky left Petrograd for Moscow, not returning until mid-June

1918.5%

503 This paragraph summarizes Dinershtein, “Maiakovskii v fevrale — oktiabre 1917 g.,” 543-544.
504 Viktor Pertsov, “Maiakovskii v 1917 godu,” lzvestiia Akademii nauk SSSR 9, no. 3 (1950): 225.
%05 Katanian, Khronia zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 135.

506 Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 135, 147.
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Therefore, the chance meeting of Blok and Mayakovsky, which lacks a date in Khorosho!
despite the suggestion via proximity that that little time has passed since 25 October 1917,% could
only date to late October — mid December. That is, it likely predates Blok’s rapid work on The
Twelve in January 1918, but only slightly. In any case, no meeting is described in Katanian’s
Chronicle, nor in Dinershtein’s study “Maiakovskii v fevrale-oktiabre 1917,” nor in Jangfeldt’s
biography. The letters of Mayakovsky and Blok provide no clarification. The only source for the
meeting outside of Khorosho!, as far as I am aware, is Mayakovsky’s short eulogy “Aleksandr
Blok has Died” (“Umer Aleksandr Blok™), published in AGIT-ROSTA shortly after Blok’s death
in August 1921. In it, Mayakovsky laconically dates the meeting to “the first days of the
revolution.”

The burning of Blok’s library at Shakhmatovo plays an appreciable role in both of
Mayakovsky’s tellings of this meeting. We thus may try to limit the time frame for this meeting to
after the burning of Blok’s library, but before Mayakovsky’s December departure for Moscow.
However, scholars have disagreed about the fate of the Shakhmatovo library. In her biography of
Blok, Avril Pyman cites a letter received by Aleksandra Andreevna Blok (née Beketova, mother
of the poet) in which one Nikolai Lapin, “the general factorum and odd-job man”% at the estate,
describes looting and devastation at the estate, including the smashing of Aleksandr Blok’s writing
desk with an axe and breaking down the library door. He does not, however, mention a fire. Pyman
dates this letter to early November 1917, noting also that this letter “is glued into Blok’s diary after

the last entry for 19 October 1917: ‘The peasants, sure that everyone in the towns has enough to

507 The Neva also apparently remains clear of ice, suggesting that winter has not fully set in yet.

508 Avril Pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok (Oxford, UK, and New York: Oxford University Press, 1978), 273.
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eat, are giving no bread to the cities’ (VIL. 312).7%% In the remainder of the study, which concludes
with Blok’s death in 1921, Pyman does not mention the burning of the library. She refers to the
“sacking of Shakhmatovo,” citing additional materials in which Blok refers to the likely theft of
valuable objects from the estate, but again, without mention of a fire.5° In any case, although
Shakhmatovo appeared several times in Blok’s dreams, and he had considered moving there
permanently on several occasions before the October Revolution,®! he did not return to
Shakhmatovo after July 1916°%? (although it seems that other family members were there at various
times through August 19175%3). Jangfeldt mentions the burning of Blok’s library in passing in his
biography of Mayakovsky and claims that Blok “saw in this a redeeming conformity with the laws
of history.”54

Other biographers and literary scholars differ in their opinions of whether the Shakhmatovo
library burned. In his study of Blok’s life and works, Leonid Dolgopolov writes simply and without
citation (or reference to Mayakovsky’s version of this story) that “In November 1917 the estate at

Shakhmatovo was looted and then burned. For Blok, who loved the Shakhmatovo home and who

dreamed in the difficult years of reaction of settling there permanently, this was a heavy blow.”>®

509 pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 273.

510 pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 330. It is important to note that Pyman hints at later destruction: see, for
example, page 309 of the same study.

511 See Pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 265, 270. In 1910 Blok attempted to live at Shakhmatovo year-round rather
than just in the summer months while also renovating the main building (Pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 90-99).

512 pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 237. This date is confirmed by the website of the Museum-Conservancy of
D.I. Mendeleev and A.A. Blok.

513 Pyman, The Life of Aleksandr Blok, 265, 270.

514 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 178.
515 «B Hos6pe 1917 r. 6bl1a pasrpabiena u 3aTeM coxokeHa ycanp6a B lllaxmaTose. s Bioka, oueHb J00MBLIETO
[IaXMaTOBCKHH JOM, MEUTABIIETO B TSDKEJIBIC TOIBI PEAKIUH IIEPECEIUThCS TyIa HABCETAa, 3TO OB TSDKEIBIH yaap».
Dolgopolov, Aleksandr Blok: lichnost' i tvorchestvo (Leningrad: Nauka, 1978), 208.
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Citing the same letter as Pyman, Nina Berberova dates the burning of the library to 1918, and
claims that the library collection was destroyed in the fire.5'® The latter part of this statement is
likely inaccurate: Zhurov’s description for his catalogue, composed at Shakhmatovo in 1924, 1926,
and 1927, mentions only that some books were destroyed or stolen.5!” At no point does Zhurov
mention a fire. Berberova, having left Russia in 1922, perhaps cannot be faulted for this possible
inaccuracy. In their entry for Blok in the Dictionary of Literary Biography, Irene Masing-Delic
and Ilya Vishnevetsky date the burning of the library to 1921.5* This conforms with the following
statement on the website for the Museum-Conservancy of D.I. Mendeleev and A.A. Blok: “In 1921
this poetic ‘corner of paradise’ shared the fate of the majority of ‘gentry nests.” The furnishings
and housewares were expropriated by local residents, the books were carried off, the house burned.
After the fire all the structures were destroyed, and the estate park was severely damaged.”5%°

On this basis tentatively dating the fire at Shakhmatovo to 1921 and rejecting the
hypothesis that the fire coincided with the initial looting of the estate in 1917 for lack of definitive
sources, | suggest that Mayakovsky conflates the looting with the fire. In any case, the

juxtaposition of this chapter with the storming of the Winter Palace and the establishment of

516 Nina Berberova, Aleksandr Blok: A Life, trans. Robyn Marsack (Manchester, UK: Carcanet, 1996), 118-119. It is
worth repeating the translator’s note: “This is an informal biography. Berberova’s notes are minimal... She has often
conflated passages from Blok’s letters and diaries” (146).

517 «IllaxmaToBCcKas OMOIMOTEKA, WM, BEpHEE, TO, 4TO OT Hee OCTAaJ0Ch HPU JUIUTENLHOM YHHUTOXKEHHH H
pacxuIleHNH BHYTPEHHEro yopaHcTBa Joma, Obuia BeiBedeHa B 1918-20 rr. Bepriimackum Bosmcnonkomom B cerno
Hogoe, B 10 kM ot lllaxmarosa. [1o cnoBaM o4eBuaLieB, OBUIO TPU MPOBO/IBI, HATPYKEHHBIX KHUTAMH U OyMaramm.
Pavel Zhurov, “Shakhmatovskaia biblioteka Beketovykh-Bloka,” in Trudy po slavianskoi filologii, vol. XXIV:
Literaturovedenie, 401.

518 Irine Masing-Delic and I.G. Vishnevetsy, “Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Blok,” in Dictionary of Literary Biography,
vol. 295.

519 «B 1921 Toay 3TOT MOITHYECKUI «YTOI pash» pasaeui Cy1b0y GOJBIIMHCTBA «IBOPSHCKUX THE3/», 0OCTaHOBKA
U yTBaph ObLIa SKCIIPONPHUUPOBAaHA OKPECTHBIMH JKUTEIISIMU, KHUTH BBIBE3EHBL, oM coxokeH. [locne moxapa Obutu
VHHUYTOKEHBI BCE MOCTPOMKH, 3HAYMTENBHO TMOCTpaman W ycaneOubiii mapk». “Usad'ba Shakhmatovo,” Muzei-
zapovednik D.I. Mendeleeva i A.A. Bloka,” accessed March 19, 2019.
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socialism in Chapter 6 suggests temporal proximity, an interpretation that the introduction to

Chapter 7 furthers:

B Takue HOUM, / B Takue JHU,

B Jachl TaKOH IMOpPbI

Ha yJuIax / pa3Be uTo / OHU

1109T6I / 1 BOph1.>?°

In those nights, in those days,

in the hours of such a time

empty streets, except for

poets and thieves.

This opening, despite and perhaps through its pleonastic use of time constructions, suggests the
confusion that followed the October Revolution and the Bolsheviks’ first declaration of power — a
sense also clearly expressed in The Twelve. In a synthesis of factually based elements, it also brings
together the Blok-Mayakovsky meeting (they are the two poets on the street in this scene), recalls
the looting and disorder in Petrograd at the time, and hints at the feeling of chaos and lawlessness
in The Twelve.

Mayakovsky’s meeting with Blok begins after description of the dark Petrograd night; it is
only then that Mayakovsky’s poetic “I” reemerges in the narrative for the first time since Chapter
1. The meeting generally follows the description in Mayakovsky’s “Aleksandr Blok has Died”:

[IomHIO, B mEpBBIE THU PEBOIIOLMM MPOXOIUT I MUMO XYIOW, COTHYTOM COJIIaTCKOU

(burypsl, rperoIIeics y pa3ioKeHHOTo nepe SMMHAM KocTpa. MeHs OKITMKHYIIH. DTO ObLT

brok. Mel nommn no Jlerckoro nmoawesna. CrnpammBaro: «Hpasurca?», - «Xopomo»,
ckazan Biok, a motom npubasui: «Y MeHs B iepeBHE OMOIMOTEKY COKITIH». %21

520 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 264.

Cf. Aseev: «He KOHYMIIUCH 3TH JHH, / HE KOHUEHBI 9TH JAHH, / TOpsuedHOi JoMKU 1 cTpoiikuy» (“These days
have not ended / not ended are these days / of feverous demolition and building”). Aseev’s revolution continues with
the building of socialism to the present day, whereas Mayakovsky emphasizes the exceptionality of the time
immediately after 25 October, in contrast to the relatively calm continuation of life in Petrograd prior to and after the
storming of the Winter Palace.

This quatrain is also of interest because of its exact (but not grammatical) rhymes: dni/odni and pory/vory.
The latter rhyme is possible only because of non-standard stress in the nominative plural vory.

521 Mayakovsky, “Umer Aleksandr Blok,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12, 21.
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| remember that in the first days of the revolution I was walking past the thin, hunched
figure of a soldier, warming himself by a fire lit in front of the Winter [Palace]. They called
out to me. It was Blok. We walked as far as the Children’s Entrance [on the north side of
the palace facing the Palace Embankment and the Neva — ZR]. I ask: ‘Do you like it?” ‘It’s
good,” said Blok, but then added: ‘They burned down the library at my place in the
country.’

In Khorosho! the same basic facts begin the meeting, but the conversation features a significant
change:

W 3neck, / Tae 3emitst / OT sKapbl BA3KA,
C HCIIYTY WJIH CO JIBJA,

JaJOHU / iepKa /'y OTHS B SI3bIKAX,
rpeercs / conjar.

Conpaty / ynan / oroHb Ha riasa,

Ha KJIOK / BOJIOC / JI€T.

A y3nan, / yausuiics, / ckazai:
«3apaBcTByiiTe, / Anekcanap biok.
Jlaa dpytypuctam, / ppak crapbs
pa3Ma3UTCs KKIBIM IITBOM.

brok mocmoTpen — / KocTpbl ropsIT —
«O4eHb X0poIo»,>??

And here, where the earth was swampy from heat,
from fright or from ice,

holding his hands in tongues of flame,

a soldier warms himself.

The fire fell on the soldier’s eyes,

lay down on a clump of hair.

| recognized him, marveled and said:

“Hello, Aleksandr Blok.

The good life for the Futurists — the frock of the old
will come apart at every seam.”

Blok looked over — the fires burn —

“Very good.”

These two descriptions of Blok, united most visibly by the soldier’s cloak, correlate. However, a
significant alteration of the conversation that Mayakovsky recorded in “Aleksandr Blok has Died”

follows. Instead of soliciting Blok’s opinion on recent events, Mayakovsky advances Futurism,

522 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 265-266. That the scene in many
ways resembles that of John 18, in which the apostle Peter warms himself by a fire after the arrest of Jesus and denies
knowing him three times, merits future analysis.
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and thus himself, suggesting a deep affinity between avant-garde art and revolution. He receives
more intense approval from the Symbolist Blok than he had recorded in the eulogy, and thus
suggests a passing of the mantle of ‘first poet.” This exchange thus demonstrates pliability in
Mayakovsky’s ‘factographic’ use of source materials, his own previous writings included.

The “frock coat of the old,” “coming apart at every seam,” continues the motif of
descriptive attire already discussed in this chapter. Kerensky’s military green field jacket, the
prerevolutionary spurs of the aide-de-camp (Chapter 5), the coats of sailors, soldiers, and peasants
storming the Winter Palace, and the soldier’s coat implied in Mayakovsky’s description of Blok
are visual prompts for memory of the revolution. Mayakovsky himself, of course, was infamous
for his yellow blouse. The disintegration of the “frock coat of the old” as a bourgeois article of
clothing signals the transition from the old prerevolutionary world to a new post-revolutionary
one, and as becomes evident in the subsequent lines, it is a transition which Blok (both in reality
and in Mayakovsky’s representation of him here) understood to come at a cost, despite his apparent
and uncritical approval of both parts of Mayakovsky’s statement in this passage.>?®

In “Aleksandr Blok has Died” Mayakovsky more incisively identified the mixed reaction
of Blok to the revolution:

BoT 310 «XOpomo» u 3T0 «OMOIMOTEKY COXIJIM» OBUIO JIBa ONIYIIEHHUS PEBOJIOLNUH,

(aHTacTUYECKU CBSA3aHHBIE B €ro nmosMe «JIBeHaguare». OQHU MpPOUIM B 3TOH MOd3ME

caTHpy Ha PEBOJIOLHUIO, PyTHE — CIIaBy €il.

[Toomoit 3aunTHIBAIUCE Oe€lible, 3a0BIB, YTO «XOPOIIO», MOAIMOW 3aYUTHIBAIHCH

KpacHbIE, 3a0bIB TIPOKIITHE TOMY, YTO «OnMOnMHoTeKa cropena». CUMBOIUCTY HAZ0 OBLIO

pa300paThCsl, KaKOe U3 3TUX OUIYIIEHUH cuiibHee B HeM. CIIaBUTh JIM 3TO «XOPOILO» WIIN
CTE€HATh HaJ MoKapuiieM, — bIIoK B cBOeil M033uM He BHIOpaUL.

523 Jakobson claims that “if the title 150,000,000 was a polemical answer to Blok’s The Twelve, the same poet gave
Mayakovsky a cue for the title of the second poema about the revolution — Khorosho!” («ecnu 3arnaBue «Crta
ISITUICCATH MIJUIMOHOB OBUIO TOJIEMHYECKHM OTBETOM Ha «J[BeHanmuaTth» bioka, TOT ke IOIT MOACKa3al
MasikoBCKOMY | 3ariiaBue BTOPOH 03MbI 0 peBoronuu — «Xoporio!» [Jakobson, “K pozdnei lirike Maiakovskogo,”
385]). Vasikopf suggests that Blok here resembles the God of Genesis looking upon creation and calling it “good.”
Vaiskopf, Vo ves' logos, 146.
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So this ‘it’s good’ and this ‘they burned down the library’ were the two senses of the
revolution, fantastically linked in his poema ‘The Twelve.” Some read in this poem a satire
of the revolution, others — praise for it.

Reading the poema absorbed the Whites, who forgot that [the revolution] is ‘good’;
reading the poema absorbed the Reds, who forgot the malediction that ‘the library burned
down.” The Symbolist had to figure out which of these senses was stronger in him. Whether
to praise this ‘good’ or to groan over the conflagration — in his poetry Blok did not make
that choice.?*

The burning of the library here speaks to that same end of the old world suggested by the frock
coats. Moreover, destruction of the library as a symbol of the rise of Futurism, a vague suggestion
here, evokes the ‘throwing overboard’ of Pushkin, Tolstoy, etc. from the Futurist ‘steamship of
modernity.’%® This sense that Futurism is supplanting Symbolism intensifies in the following
lines:

Kpyrom / ronyna / Poccus brnoka.

Hesnakomkw, / IbIMKH ceBepa,

1T / Ha JTHO, / KaK UIYyT / OOJIOMKH,

Y )KECTSHKH / KOHCEPBOB.

U cpazy / nuiio / ckymee MeHsII,

MpadHee, / 4eM CMepTh Ha CBajp0e:

«IlunryT... / U3 AepeBHU... / COXKIIHU... / Y MEHS. ..
OMOIMOTEKY B ycaaboe»,528

All around Blok’s Russia was drowning.
Unknown women, Northern mists, >’

524 Mayakovsky, “Umer Aleksandr Blok,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12, 22. In his 1961 essay “O poezii
gromoglasnoi i priglushyonnoi” (“On Poetry, Loud-Voiced and Muted”), Aseev derives the title Khorosho! from The
Twelve, awork that he discusses at length in the essay. See Aseev, “O poezii gromoglasnoi i priglushyonnoi,” Sobranie
sochinenii, vol. 5, 498 and passim.

525 In “A Slap in the Face of Public Taste” (“Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu”).

526 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 266.

These lines show the potential of lesenka to convey drama: the pauses implied by each ‘step’ of lesenka
underscore Blok’s gloominess while also allowing for more rapid delivery of the parallelism in the phrases “than death
at a wedding” and “the library at the estate.” Even though the lines do not fully align metrically (taken without the
first part of the line, «aem cmepth Ha cBaapOe» fits an iambic pattern, while «6ubnuoreky B ycans0e» does not), the
rhyme of svad'be and usad'be, together with this graphic parallelism, link the ideas of death in a new era (death at a
wedding) with the old world that in the guise of Blok suffers demise (the library at the estate).

527 « ipimxu» may be double sensed: ‘northern mists,” as translated here and evocative of the opening of Pushkin’s The
Bronze Horseman and, or ‘puffs of smoke,” reminiscent of the café setting of Blok’s Neznakomka (The Unknown
Woman).
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went to the bottom, as go debris

and empty tin cans of food.

And immediately he changed his face to a more miserly one,
gloomier than death at a wedding:

“They write... from the village... they burned...

the library at my estate.”

The lofty images commonly associated with Symbolism clash with a sonic resonance with
oblomovshchina in Mayakovsky’s quotidian image of tin-can refuse, evocative of the physical
trash in Petrograd at the time and the privations of World War 1,52 the trash of ‘Blok’s Russia’
that now drowns — a literalized opposite of Mayakovsky’s rise. In their 1923 article “Our Linguistic
Work” (“Nasha slovesnaia rabota”), Brik and Mayakovsky identified some of these same images
as a formula for Symbolist poetry.5?® Here Mayakovsky links Symbolism directly with the old
Russia and Futurism with revolutionary change. This opposition continues in the following lines
that clearly reference Blok’s mysticism and ironically reverse the appearance of Christ in The
Twelve:

VYcraBuiics biok - / u biiokoBa TeHb

rJ1a3eeT, / Ha CTeHKE TIPUBCTAB. ..

Kaxk 6ynaro / 06a / )y T mo Boje

Irararoiero Xpucra.

Ho Bnoky / Xpucroc / sBnsitbest He cran. >0

Blok stared — and Blok’s shadow

stares too, tiptoeing on the wall...

As if both are waiting on the water

for the strolling Christ.
But Christ would not appear to Blok.

528 Steinberg, The Russian Revolution, 125.

529 «...HEKTO B CEPOM + HE3HAKOMKA + XPHCTOC = CMMBOJHMCTEI» (“...S0meone in grey + the unknown woman + christ
= symbolists”). One assumes that “christ” is deliberately written without a capital letter. Brik and Mayakovsky, “Nasha
slovesnaia rabota,” Lef, no. 1 (1923): 40-41.

530 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 266.
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Blok waits for Christ much as he awaited the Unknown Woman (neznakomka) and the Beautiful
Lady (prekrasnaia dama) in his poetry. However, the image of Christ or a Christlike figure
walking on water, with its obvious reference to the story in the Gospels, is one to which
Mayakovsky turned before 1927.53 In Mystery-Bouffe, the “most typical person” walks across the
water to the ark carrying the ‘Unclean.” In A Cloud in Trousers (Oblako v shtanakh, 1916),
Mayakovsky had evoked a similar image:

A,

O0OCMESTHHBIN y CErOTHSIIHETO IIEMCHH,
KaK JUTHHHBIH

CKaOpe3HbIN aHEeKIOT,

BUXKY MAYILETO Y€pe3 TOJIbl BPEMEHH,
KOTOPOTO HE BUJIUT HUKTO.

I'ne ra3 mrozeit oOpeIBaeTCs KyLbIi,
rJ1aBOM TOJIOJTHBIX O/,

B TEPHOBOM BEHIIE PEBOJIIOLIUI
IpAIET MECTHAAIATHIN o1,

A sy Bac — ero npenreua. .. >

I,

ridiculed by today’s tribe,

like a long

dirty joke,

see the one walking across years of time,
that no one sees.

Where the limited eye of people falls short,
as the head of hungry hordes,

in the thorny crown of revolutions

the year sixteen draws near.

But I come to you as its precursor...

531 This story appears in the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, and John; | see no reason to suggest that Mayakovsky has any
one version in mind.

532 \Maiakovskii, Oblako v shtanakh, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 185.
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In this passage Mayakovsky foretells revolutionary change through religious vocabulary and
imagery, describing himself as a sort of John the Baptist of revolution (with the word predtecha,
“precursor,” “forerunner,” or “harbinger” etymologically suggesting water via its root in -tech-/-
tek-) and the Christ figure as “walking through years of time” — an image that aligns with Blok’s
Christ walking across the water via the opening metaphor of Khorosho!: time as the ‘river of Fact.’

While the non-appearance of Christ evokes toska in Blok, Mayakovsky finds a more
appropriately Soviet substitute in the masses: «JKussie, / ¢ mecueii / BMmecto Xpucra // momu / u3-
3a yraa» (“Living, with a song, instead of Christ / people from around the corner”). Vasikopf
equates these singers both with Blok’s “Red Guard apostles” in The Twelve and with Christ
himself; like Mayakovsky, they have a ‘new word’ in the form of their song, albeit one that it
borrowed in part from The Twelve and in part from Goethe’s Faust.>3® Their song occupies the
next twenty-four lines, and it bears recognizable elements of the poetry of both poets. For example,
one section of the song features a sort of call-and-response:

Brepx — / ¢ar!

PBanb — / BcTans!

Bpar — siar!

JleHb — npsiHb. >3

Upwards — flag!
Riffraff — stand!
Enemy — sit!
Day — trash.

This use of monosyllabic words with similar sounds resembles Mayakovsky’s first post-

revolutionary poem, the monosyllabically titled “Our March” (“Nash marsh”), particularly in the

533 Vaiskopf, Vo ves' logos, 146.

534 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 267. Elsewhere in Khorosho!
Mayakovsky references and quotes popular songs of 1917; this song, although presented as a popular song of the time,
appears to be his own invention.
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latter’s lines «J{neii 661k ner» and «Ham 6or 6er».%2® It also resembles lines of other poems of late
1917-1918, such as “Being Good to Horses” (“Khoroshee otnoshenie k loshadiam”), which also
begins with the motif of monosyllabic lyrics:

bunm xomnsira.

[enwn Gynro:

— I'pu6.

I'pade.

['po0.

I'py6. —536

They beat their hooves.

They sang as if:

— Mushroom.

Maraud.

Coffin.

Rude. —

Although in this part of Khorosho! Mayakovsky retains the lesenka, the regularity of the
monosyllabic words and line breaks approaches Mayakovsky’s early ‘block’ (stolbik) style of
graphic organization.

Other parts of the song replicate sonic effects in The Twelve. The sound of gunfire, «Tpax,
Tapapax-tax-Tax-tax-tax» (The Twelve, Canto 6), becomes a monosyllabic «Tpax! / Tax! // Tax!
/ Tax!» in the conclusion of a song that calls for the rise of the proletariat against factory owners
and monarchic power; the gunfire that Blok incorporates into The Twelve in a complex of
“recurrences and syntactic parallelisms™3’ transforms from a sonic effect represented in letters to

an anthem of violence to complete the revolution. This use of violence becomes more overt in the

versions of the song that “reached the remote peasants™:

535 Maiakovskii, “Nash marsh,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 7.
536 Maiakovskii, “Khoroshee otnoshenie k loshadiam,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 10.

537 Efim Etkind, “‘Demokratiia, opoiasannoi burei’: Kompozitsiia poemy A. Bloka ‘Dvenadtsat',” in Tam, vnutri: o
russkoi poezii XX veka. Ocherki (Saint Petersburg: Maksima, 1996), 132.
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Ho- / xu- / ukoM / Ha / MecTe YUK
J10- / TO- / TO / T10- / MEIITHKa.
I'oc- / mo- / quH / mo- / Memuyex,
co- / 6u- / paiite / Bemu-ka!

Jo- / 1o / 5o nopsl,

BBI- / X0-/ M1, / OOCHI,

BoC- / Tpu / TOTIOPHI,

MoIbIMaii KOChI. 238

A kn-ife on the spot — slash

the fi-ie-rce land-owner.

Li-ttle mi-ster laa-ndowner,

gather up your things — now!

It’s co-ome to the time,

come on out, barefoot ones,

shar-pen up your axes,

raise your sickles.
The third line from the end of this passage, «Bbixoau, 6oce» directly evokes Canto 12 of The
Twelve: «Kto eme Tam? Beixomu! Kto B cyrpobe — Bexomu!»°%° divorced from its original
ambiguity. Whether sang or read aloud, Mayakovsky’s division of words into syllables in these
phrases could resemble the staccato sounds of gunfire. It is difficult to determine where this song,
the version «mepernerast mo-cBoeMy», “sung again in its own way,” ends (another commonality
with music in The Twelve®4). It eventually picks up lines from the popular song “Oh, Little Apple”
(“Ekh, iablochko™), the popular song mentioned also in connection with Aseev’s depiction of
Kolchak.

In comparable fashion to Aseev’s conclusion to “The Black Ataman,” the closing quatrain

of chapter seven summarizes the revolutionary situation of the time, and thus provides an

interpretation of the preceding narrative for the reader:

538 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 268-69.

539 “Who else is there? Come out! Whoever is in the snowbank — come out!” Blok, Dvenadtsat’, in Blok, Sobranie
sochinenii v vos'mi tomakh (Moscow and Leningrad: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1960-
1965), vol. 5, 19.

540 Etkind’s “Demokratiia, opoiasannoi burei” addresses the role of music in Blok’s poema.
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OTOT BUXPB, / OT MBICIIH JI0 KypKa,
U IOCTPOWKY, / U TOoXkKapa JbIM
npudupana / maptusi / K pykam,

HarnpasJsnia, / ctpouna B psasL >

This whirlwind, from thought to trigger,

and construction, and smoke of fires

the party took in hand,

directed, built into ranks.

In contrast to the rhythmic variation of the songs that precede it, the rhythm of the closing quatrain
features a far more regular prosody: trochaic pentameter with a consistently incomplete final foot,
a pyrrhic foot opening each line, one additional unrealized stress per line (the fourth ictus in each
line except the second) and alternating masculine rhymes. ‘Whirlwind,” as a summary of the
preceding description of dramatic social and political change, recalls the ‘black wind’ of Blok’s
The Twelve.

However, if Blok’s wind represents change without indicating any possible resolution or
final result, Mayakovsky’s wind represents the move from revolutionary ideas (the ‘thought”) to
revolutionary action (the ‘trigger’). If the wind that opens and closes Chapter 6 seemed indifferent
to the political change from capitalism to socialism, its new form as a whirlwind becomes
subordinate to the Bolshevik party even as its status as a natural element suggests the spontaneity
of the urban and local people who sing Mayakovsky’s revolutionary song. Intertextual
revolutionary chaos becomes Bolshevik order. In this conclusion Mayakovsky himself mimics the
Bolsheviks’ creation of order out of the chaos of revolution on the level of the poema.

In conclusion, the meeting with Blok that Mayakovsky recalls in Khorosho! mirrors his

writing about the meeting in the essay “Aleksandr Blok has Died.” However, Mayakovsky uses

the meeting to emerge from the revolution that subsumed him in Chapters 2 through 6. In Chapter

541 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 270.
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7, Mayakovsky’s reemergence into the narrative of the poema corresponds to his adoption of the
mantle of “first poet,” or in other words, as the successor to Blok, suggesting that Mayakovsky can
do what Blok did not: create a work that unambiguously commemorates and chronicles the Russian
Revolution. At the same time, Mayakovsky does exactly that against which he railed in 1927: he
brings personal reminiscences to the fore, and in doing so, establishes his own credentials as a
revolutionary poet through contact with Blok at the moment, or close to it, when Blok’s was
composing his most significant poetic work on the revolution. As in previous sections, factography

does not preclude poetic invention.

Chapters 8-17: The Civil War Years

Chapters 8-17 focus on the years of Civil War and War Communism, intermixing Mayakovsky’s
personal experiences with references and descriptions of larger-scale events. Chapter 8 shows a
cold winter, perhaps the winter of 1918, and Mayakovsky hauling firewood during a subbotnik.
The chapter concludes with a child’s question of what is happening, and Mayakovsky provides a
simple definition of socialism in response: «Comuanusm: / cBoGomubiii Tpyn // cBoGogHO /
cobpasmmxcs monei» (“Socialism: the free labor / of freely gathered people™).>*? Chapter 9 takes
a wider look: it lauds this same labor while placing Russia in comparative context with European
countries. Mayakovsky emphasizes the need to “catch up” with these countries, and perhaps
naively questions why the interventionist countries in the Civil War would concern themselves
with Russia. Chapter 10 continues description of the Civil War, with interventionist and anti-
Bolshevik forces throughout Russia. Several leaders of the White movement, including Kolchak,

are named specifically. This chapter concludes with acknowledgement of the difficulty of the

542 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 272.
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situation: speaking with a collective ‘we,” Mayakovsky describes the new Soviet people as hungry
and impoverished, but with a gun in hand and Lenin on their minds.

Chapter 11 shifts focus to Mayakovsky’s life in Moscow during these years. He describes
where he lives and the shortages with which he copes: in the context of Moscow under War
Communism, Mayakovsky presents himself as living through the same hardships as the rest of
society. Reference to a scandal at Glavtop (Glavnoe upravelenie toplivoi promishlennosti pri
VSNKh), the government organ responsible for distribution of heating materials, places this
chapter around spring 1920. These shortages remain relevant in Chapter 13, which begins with
Mayakovsky talking about going to the laroslavskii train station to use the bathroom: due to the
lack of heating in residential buildings, the pipes have frozen. Mayakovsky himself drags firewood
found on the street home, where he lives with Lilia and Osip Brik and his dog Shchenik. He takes
pleasure in splitting the wood: this is productive labor. Passing mention of Mayakovsky’s foreign
travels sets up a contrast with his current situation, and despite the hardships of the moment,
Mayakovsky’s patriotism persists: «HO 3eMITt0, / ¢ KOTOpOoIO / BMecTe Mep3, // pa3moOuTs / Hemb3s»
(“But the land with which you froze together / you cannot cease to love™).%*3 A similar depiction
of hardships is the focus of Chapter 14: here Mayakovsky brings some carrots to his sister and
searches Moscow for salt for her to use for New Year’s dishes. There is an obvious thematic and
stylistic parallelism between the concluding lines of this and the previous chapter: «xo 3emto, / ¢
KoTopoit / BaBoeM rojozai, — // Henws3s / Hukoraa / 3a0biTh!» (“But the land with which you, a

pair, went hungry / you can never forget!”).54

543 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 292.

544 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 298.
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These parallel chapter conclusions frame Mayakovsky as a participant in the common
experience of the Civil War years, and this sense is heightened in Chapter 15. The temporal setting,
however, becomes indistinct: Mayakovsky references military movements of 1919, then the
August 1918 attempt on Lenin’s life and the response of the Cheka, the Red Terror.>*® Chapter 16
jumps ahead to 1920 and from Moscow to Sevastopol, where the White general Wrangel and
members of the bourgeoisie prepare to sail from Russia while the imminent success of the Red
Army becomes more palpable. Chapter 17 summarizes the now-concluded years of civil war, and
again Mayakovsky positions himself as one with the masses: «5I ¢ Temu, / ko BbItIen / ctpouTs /
u Mecth // B crutomHoi / muxopaske / Oynen» (“1 am with those who went to build and sweep / in
the total fever of the workdays”).5*6 Mayakovsky writes with full approval of how events have
progressed thus far and with optimism for the future: he loves “the colossal scope of our plans”
(«Hammx maHoB rpomajbe»), and the hardships of the civil war years recede: Mayakovsky now

“sings [his] fatherland” like the “the springtime of humanity.”%*’

Chapter 18: Heroes of the Revolution in Post-Revolutionary Times
The temporal setting of Chapter 18 is very obviously 1927, and it clearly engages with the
anniversary celebration. In it, Mayakovsky converses with Bolsheviks interred on Red Square: a

Party-oriented pantheon of fallen heroes contrasting with the collective efforts into which

545 K atanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 447.

%46 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 313.
547 (! 5, / kaK BeCHY Y€JIOBEYECTBa, // POXKACHHYIO / B TpyAax U B 6010, // 10X / MO€ 0TeUecTBo, // peciy OIHKy MO0 !»
(“And I, like the springtime of humanity, / born in labors and battle, / sing of my fatherland, / my republic!”)
Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 313, 314.
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Mayakovsky places himself in the preceding chapters.>*® Chapter 18 was first published in the
newspaper Komsomol'skaia Pravda under the title “Red Square” (“Krasnaia ploshchad”).>*° The
chapter provides a clear example of the adaptability of literature of fact to the anniversary context,
as well as clear examples of the alignment of Mayakovsky’s thought on the revolution across the
poema and his occasional writings of 1927. Moreover, comparison of the chapter with
Mayakovsky’s earlier writings on the revolution illustrates the significant degree to which his
expression of the revolution changed during the 1920s and concomitantly the extent to which
Mayakovsky adhered to the broader image of the revolution projected by the Bolshevik party for
the anniversary celebration.

The eighteenth chapter opens with explicit mention of early Soviet anniversary culture:

Ha neBsats / ctona / oktssOpeit u Ma€B,

Mo/ KpacHBIMH / (pytaraMu / Ipa3 THUYHBIX IIECTBUH,

HOCHJI / C MUJUTHOHAMH / cepaie Mog,

yBepeH / u Becel, / ropa / u TopxkecTeH. >0

For nine Octobers and Mays, here

under red flags of holiday processions,

| carried my heart with the millions,

certain and cheery, proud and festive.
As mentioned above, Mayakovsky had written poems in commemaoration of previous anniversaries
of the October Revolution and the Day of the Internationale (1 May). I have found no evidence of

him ever marching as he describes here. A march of millions through Moscow seems far-fetched,

and this phrase could be understood as Mayakovskian hyperbole or as an evocation of

54 The time of year is not specified; aside from his trip to western Europe in April-May and trips to other Soviet cities,
Mayakovsky was in Moscow or Pushkino (outside Moscow) for much of 1927 (Katanian, Khronika zhizni i
deiatel'nosti, 363-420).

59 Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 402. As Mayakovsky writes in | Myself, he continued to actively
contribute to Komsomol'skaia Pravda in 1927.

550 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 315.
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simultaneous marches in cities across the Soviet Union. The phrase also evokes 150,000,000,
Mayakovsky’s 1920 poema, which at one point bore the title Ivan Bylina: Epos revoliutsii (Ivan
Bylina: An Epos of the Revolution),>®! familiar terms from the introduction to Khorosho! In the
1920 poema, Mayakovsky imagines a possible future anniversary of the October Revolution:

INon ¢ HeckoHYaemMbIMK HYJIsIMU. / [Ipa3qHuK, B CBATIIAX / HE UMEIOIIHI

YUHAa.

Bridunaxeno Bce. / W momu / v CTpoeHUsI.

MoxeT ObITh, / OKTAOPHCKON PEBOIIOITUN

coTadA roaoBIIMHA,

MOKET OBITh, / TPOCTO / U3yMHUTEIbHENIIICE

HacTpoeHue.%

The year: with unending zeroes. The holiday: in the calendars

unmarked.

Everything in flags. The people and the buildings.

Maybe it is the hundredth anniversary

of the October Revolution,

maybe it is just the most astounding

mood.
By this time, Mayakovsky suggests, Soviet byt may progress to the extent that the early Soviet
viewer would not be able to distinguish an anniversary celebration from everyday cheer. In this
chapter Mayakovsky’s tone is considerably more somber. Following the introductory evocation of
anniversary celebrations, Mayakovsky writes of funeral processions in which he also claims to
have participated, finally acknowledging frequent trips to Red Square by himself. One of these
trips occupies the remaining narrative in the chapter.

The first of Red Square’s tombs to occupy Mayakovsky’s attention in the bright moonlight

is Lenin’s mausoleum. Like in Chapter 6, however, Mayakovsky does not linger on the memory

%51 Reformatskaia, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 504.

552 In its first three editions, 150,000,000 featured Mayakovsky’s block (stolbik) formatting. Mayakovsky reformatted
the poema in lesenka for intended publication in 1924; that edition was not published. Reformatskaia, “Primechaniia,”
in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 504.
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of Lenin. Comparing the mausoleum to “heaps of books” (Harpomoxnennsie kauru) he admits:
«Ho B a1y / n1Beps / Hukakast Tocka // He Brsanet / mens» (“but to this door / no grief pulls me”). In
Vladimir Ilych Lenin Mayakovsky had called Lenin «u teneps / xuBee / Bcex xuBbix» (“still now
liver than any of the living)>%® and now in Khorosho! the same idea repeats with Lenin as a sort
of lifeblood: «on [Jlenun] 6percs, / xak Owuncs / B cepaunax / u Buckax // xxusoii / uenoBeuneii /
BecHoi» (“He [Lenin] is beating, like he did in the hearts and temples / like living human
spring”).%%* Although these lines do not synchronize well with depiction of Lenin disguised and
unrecognized at Smolny in Chapter 6, they accord with passing mentions of Lenin elsewhere in
the poema: Chapter 10, set in the years of War Communism (while Lenin is still alive), concludes
«Mpl — / rononusie, / Mbl / — nuiue, // ¢ Jlenunsim B Gaike / u ¢ HaraHoM B pyke» (“We are
hungry, we are destitute, / with Lenin in our blockheads and a Nagan [revolver] in our hands™).%
A passage in Chapter 15 referencing the 1918 assassination attempt on Lenin again evokes
150,000,000:

MunnnonHssll / kinace / Bctaai 3a Wibuua

MPOTHB / OEJIOTO / Yy JOBUIIA KIIBIKACTOTO,

1 BJIMBAJIOCH B .HCHI/IHa, Jc4a,

3Toi Boyu / myuiee nekapcTso. 2%

The class of millions would rise for Ilych
against the white-fanged monster,

and would flow into Lenin, healing,

for such willfulness they’re the best medicine.

Other than his emphasis on Lenin’s life after death, a point consistent with Mayakovsky and Lef’s

previously discussed opposition to ‘trading on Lenin,” Mayakovsky does not dwell on the reasons

553 Maiakovskii, Vladimir Il'ich Lenin, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 233.
554 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 318.
555 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 282.

556 \Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 303.
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that Lenin’s mausoleum does not provoke any great reflection for him. However, other graves
catch his attention.

The first of these is that of Leonid Krasin, who headed the project to construct the Lenin
mausoleum.®” Krasin himself died in London in 1926 and represents not only a recently departed
Bolshevik: he and Mayakovsky were also personally connected. Mayakovsky “grimly reads” the
epigraph on Krasin’s tombstone and recalls seeing (but not meeting) Krasin upon the latter’s
arrival to Paris in December 1924 as the Soviet ambassador to France:

N Buxy — / [lapux / u3 oxon [opwmo...

U Kpacun / ener / cen v mpekpaceH,

CKBO3b PaJIOCTh PA00UMX, / IIYMSILY0 MOpPEBO. 8

And I see: Paris through the windows of Doriot...

And Krasin rides, silver-haired and splendid,

through the workers’ joy that roars seaily.
This view of Krasin, notable also for the internal rhyme Krasin / prekrasen, which also plays on
the formation of the adjective prekrasnyi as superlative with the prefix pre-, suggests that
Mayakovsky affords Krasin a vaunted status in his Bolshevik pantheon. Moreover, it presents
Krasin in a dignified pose: he rides ‘silver-haired and splendid’ through ‘the workers’ joy,”>*® and
thus contrasts with the earlier ‘crowd’ (tolpa) enraptured by Kerensky in a similar vehicular

procession. Moreover, Mayakovsky uses short adjectives (sed rather than sedoi, prekrasen rather

than prekrasnyi) as part of the subject of this phrase — a construction that appears not for the first

%57 Timothy O’Connor, The Engineer of Revolution: L.B. Krasin and the Bolsheviks, 1870-1926 (Boulder, CO, San
Francisco, and Oxford, UK: Westview Press, 1992), 278-79.

According to Tumarkin, the idea of “permanently preserving and displaying Lenin’s body originated with
Leonid Krasin,” under the influence of the ideas on immortality and resurrection of Aleksandr Bogdanov and possibly
also Nikolai Fedorov. See Tumarkin, Lenin Lives, 180-183 and passim.

558 \Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 318.

559 The shift to the present tense here may be explained as standard usage of the Russian historical present; however,
it also suggests the freshness and vividness of Mayakovsky’s recollection.
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time in Khorosho!, and which evokes the 18™-century ode. However, Mayakovsky’s style is
nonetheless mixed in this passage — the preceding and following lines feature the rhyme Dorio /
morevo, the former of which is a foreign name,>® the latter of which is one of Mayakovsky’s
neologisms. %61

Mayakovsky continues:

Bor ¢ atuMm / Bugencs, / 4yTh He 3a Yac.

Cwmesuics. / CHUMAJCS OKOJIO. ..

W napaer / Boiikos, / KpOBBIO cOYaCh, —

1 KpoBbIo / razera / Hamokia.>%?

| saw this one, not an hour before.

He was laughing. Taking pictures near...

And Voikov falls, oozing blood,

and the newspaper was soaked with blood.
It is not apparent until the third line quoted here that Mayakovsky’s attention has shifted to Petr
Voikov, who was assassinated in Warsaw in June 1927. Jangfeldt brings it up in connection with
Mayakovsky’s 1928 poem “Emperor” (“Imperator’”), which imagines the murder of the royal
family in which Voikov participated, and wonders if Mayakovsky might have received any special
inspiration for the poem in this meeting.*3 In his Chronicle Katanian quotes a review of a speech
Mayakovsky gave in Kharkov in the following month:

Bn. MasgkoBckuil He JeJ1acT 00CTOSTENLHBIX JOKJIaa0B. OH JIOOUT TOJBKO BCKOJB3b

«paccka3biBaTh 000 BCEM». A Kalib! MO3TY €CTh 4TO pacckazarb. OH TOJBKO YTO BEPHYJICS

N3 IIOE€31KU B HOJ’IBH_Iy u YexocnoBakuto. Ho u te KpaTKue COO6H_ICHI/ISI (6] HOJ’ILI_HC, KOUMHN

nojienmics MasskOBCKUH, 04eHb JTHOOOMBITHBL. .. OCOOCHHO MHTEPECHO OBLIO COOOIIEHUE
MasikoBckoro o0 youiicTBe ToBapuiia BoiikoBa. [103T BuiesCs ¢ MOKOWHBIM MOJIPEIOM

%60 In Mayakovsky’s time, Jacques Doriot was a French socialist; he later turned to fascism and collaborated with Nazi
Germany.

%61 valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 302.
562 \Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 318.

563 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 398.
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3a Hemenmto 1o ero cMmeptu. KparTkue cooOmieHuss B SpKOM JOKiIane T. MasKOBCKOTO
HepeMeKalich KpEeKMMH CTHXaMH, JOTOIHAIOMUMY cKazaHHoe. >4

V1. Mayakovsky does not do comprehensive lectures. He likes to just “tell a little about
everything.” Too bad! the poet has something to tell. He just returned from a trip to Poland
and Czechoslovakia. But even those short messages about Poland that Mayakovsky shared
were very curious... Particularly interesting was Mayakovsky’s account of the murder of

Comrade Voikov. The poet saw the deceased ambassador a week before his death. The

short accounts in Comrade Mayakovsky’s powerful lecture were interspersed with forceful

poems that complemented what he said.
One wonders if the “forceful poems” mentioned here included this passage from Khorosho!
Otherwise, the author could well refer to “Yes or No?” (“Da ili net?”), “Listen, Gunner!” (“Slushai,
navodchik!”), “An Appeal” (“Prizyv”), or “The Voice of Red Square” (“Golos Krasnoi
ploshchadi™), all written shortly after the assassination and focusing on it.56®

On the whole, Mayakovsky uses this situation to argue for Soviet vigilance and further
instigation of worldwide socialist revolution, but they do not seem explanatory for Khorosho!, nor
does it seem that Khorosho! references them specifically. It is worth noting that Mayakovsky does
not mention Voikov’s assassination, nor indeed Voikov at all, in his travelogue That’s How I
Travelled (Ezdil ia tak) from this same European tour and published in the fifth issue of Novyi Lef
for 1927.

Mayakovsky’s descriptions of the deaths of Krasin and VVoikov both emphasize a personal
connection. Although it is likely that no one would have questioned Mayakovsky’s decision to
write about these two figures, at least in elegiac form, emphasis on personal connection aligns with
emphasis on production of narratives from personal reminiscences in the 1927 anniversary

celebration. Closeness to any Bolshevik leader — whether physical or interpersonal — could become

a powerful credential for the average Soviet citizen. Even though Mayakovsky’s political loyalties

564 Proletarii (Kharkov), 28 July 1927, qtd. in Katanian, Khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti, 397.

565 K atanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 13, 429.
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were by no means suspect in 1927, he participates in the broader trend of establishing a personal
connection to Bolshevik and subsequently Soviet power.

On the other hand, my research has not uncovered any personal connection with the third
recently fallen Bolshevik figure in this chapter. This section continues:

3a HUM / Ipe10 MHOM / Ha MTHOBEHBE KOPOTKOE
TaKoOM, / ¢ KaKUM / MOPTPETaMH CKUIIUCH, —

B IIMHEJH U3MATOMH, / ¢ OCTPOil OOPOIKOIA,
Tpo1Ies / 9eoBeK, / KeNe3eH U KHUIHCT.
IOHo1e, / 00xyMbIBatoLIeEMy / )KUTbHE,
pemaromemMy — / caenaTb Obl )KU3HB C KOTO,
CKaxy / He 3aayMbIBasich — / «/lenaii ee

¢ ToBapuiia J[3epKUHCKOroy, %

After him before me for a fleeting instant

just as in the portraits we are used to, —

in a rumpled overcoat, with a sharp little beard,
the man walked by, iron and sinewy.

To the youth thinking over existence,

deciding who to model himself after,

I will say without hesitation: “Make your life
like Comrade Dzerzhinsky’s.

The first four lines of this passage seemingly could describe Lenin, However, the “iron and
sinewy” revolutionary turns out to be Felix Dzerzhinsky, “Iron (Zheleznyi) Felix.”®" The
unexpectedness of the thyme draws attention to Mayakovsky’s choice of model, but in any case,

Mayakovsky clearly connects the past, present, and future of the revolution across generations.

566 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 318-319. On Mayakovsky’s later
rhymes, Victor Terras argued that “Starting in 1925, Mayakovsky wrote a great deal of poetry for children, much of
it technically excellent — its rhythms are just as lively and its rhymes just as fresh as those of his best poetry for adults
— and all of it aggressively didactic” (Terras, Vladimir Mayakovsky, 94). Insofar as this passage hypothetically
addresses the younger generation, the question of whether this rhyme itself is ‘aggressively didactic’ is reasonable. To
my mind, it is certainly clever.

567 It is worth noting that while | have found no evidence of personal acquaintance, Mayakovsky wrote about
Dzerzhinsky twice earlier: first in Vladimir Ilych Lenin, and then in “Letter from the Writer Mayakovsky to the Writer
Aleksei Maksimovich Gor'ky” (Pis'mo pisatelia Maiakovskogo pisateliu Alekseiu Maksimovichu Gor'komu), which
appeared in the inaugural issue of Novyi Lef. Later in 1927, Mayakovsky would evoke Dzerzhinsky again in “Soldaty
Dzerzhinskogo,” in which he explicitly marked the ten-year anniversary of the founding of Cheka, but which equally
can be read as an elegy for Dzerzhinsky.
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This turn raises the question: why is Dzerzhinsky Mayakovsky’s chosen model for youth to
emulate?

Perhaps the strongest explanation comes from the conjunction of the political context of
1927 with the circumstances of Dzerzhinsky’s death. In July 1926, already in poor health overall
and ill at the time, Dzerzhinsky delivered a speech to the Bolshevik Central Committee in which
he denounced the United Opposition led by Trotsky, Kamenev, and Zinovev.%® Mayakovsky
probably could have read the writing on the wall left from these heated debates about the direction
of the country.5%° If nothing else, Mayakovsky may have read coverage of Dzerzhinsky’s death in
the 21 July 1927 issue of Pravda,®® which occupied the first two of six pages of the issue and
featured eulogies by Nikolai Bukharin, Kliment Voroshilov, and Yakov Ganetsky, as well as
elegies by losif Utkin and Demian Bedny.>* It also contained the following eulogy for
Dzerzhinsky signed by the Central Committee:

CKOpOMOCTHKHO CKOHYAJICS OT pa3pblBa cepana ToBapull J[3epkuHCKUM, Trpo3a

OypKyasuu, BEPHBII peIIaps [poJjieTapuara, 6maropoaHeimmit 6opery

KOMMYHHUCTUYECKON pPEBOMIONUU... Ero OoJbHOE, BKOHEI TMEPEeTPYKEHHOE Cep/lle

OTKa3aJI0Ch paboTaTh, U CMEPTH Cpa3miia ero MrHoBeHHO. Ci1aBHasi CMEPTh Ha MEPEIOBOM
nocry!

568 This speech and the two that preceded it were published in 1926 under the title Tri poslednie rechi. Online at
http://elib.shpl.ru/ru/nodes/37119-dzerzhinskiy-f-e-tri-poslednie-rechi-m-1-1926

569 Mayakovsky refers to Trotsky as “Bronshtein” earlier in Khorosho!, and that production delays for Eisenstein and
Aleksandrov’s October resulted in part from Stalin’s command to excise Trotsky from the film. While I am not certain
of when Eisenstein received that command, he and Mayakovsky (and Lef on the whole) were familiar enough that
one can reasonably expect that the matter did not escape Mayakovsky’s attention.

Whether Mayakovsky refers to Trotsky by his birth surname to thinly veil Trotsky’s much-downplayed
presence in Khorosho! or for some other purpose is unclear. Textological analysis of earlier drafts could shed some
light on the question.

570 It appears that there is no direct connection between the content of this issue of Pravda and the language
Mayakovsky uses to describe Dzerzhinsky.

571 n his eulogy, Bukharin refers to Dzerzhinsky as «peimaps 6e3 cTpaxa u ympeka, peinapb pesosmomum» (Knight of
communism). The headline uses the similar phrase «Bepreiimii 6oer nponerapuara» (the most faithful fighter of the
proletariat).

The second of four lines in Bedny’s poem features a similar phrase: «Primaps repondecknx psmoM mai B
HeycraHHOH 60prOe» (“The knight of the heroic ranks fell in unsparing struggle.”). In the last line, he refers to the
Party as «cranenas» (made of steel).


http://elib.shpl.ru/ru/nodes/37119-dzerzhinskiy-f-e-tri-poslednie-rechi-m-l-1926
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Comrade Dzerzhinsky has passed away suddenly from cardiac rupture. He was a menace
to the bourgeoisie, a faithful knight of the proletariat, a most honorable fighter for
communist revolution... His sick and ultimately overlabored heart declined to keep
working, and death struck him down instantaneously. An illustrious death on the front
lines!
For Mayakovsky, evocation of Dzerzhinsky, not only as a recently fallen Soviet hero, but also as
a figure swimming with the political current of the time, supplements political credentials. A loose
biographical connection also exists: the offices of Komsomol'skaia Pravda, to which Mayakovsky
continued to contribute in 1927, stood opposite the Cheka headquarters on today’s Lubyanka
Square, which had been renamed in 1927 as Dzerzhinsky Square.>?

Whichever qualities for emulation Mayakovsky saw in Dzerzhinsky, he declines to specify.
Perhaps he had in mind those named in the Pravda eulogy, or perhaps he assumed that readers
would identify these qualities themselves. This vagueness in Mayakovsky’s pronouncement
furthers the hypothesis that Dzerzhinsky’s recent and sudden death and his adversarial relation to
the United Opposition are more important factors. These factors are underwritten by
Mayakovsky’s attention to the memorials on Red Square:

KT0 KOCThMH, / KTO MEIIOM / CTEHAM TIOJ1 CTOITY

YJIETIUCH... / A TO / ¥ TIeTIa HeT.

OT Tpy#a0B, / OT KaTopr / ¥ OT MyJib,

Y HUKTO / IOYTH — / OT gonrux aer.>’

Some as bones, some as ash, to the foot of these walls

laid to rest... Otherwise there is no ash.

From labors, penal servitude and bullets,
And almost none from long life.

572 As pointed out by M.K. Rozenfel'd in his reminiscences on Mayakovsky. See Rozenfel'd, “Maiakovskii —
zhurnalist,” in V. Maiakovskii v vospominaniiakh sovremennikov (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo
khudozhestvennoi literatury, 1963), 533.

573 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 319. The last observation, while to
some extent a matter of opinion (Krasin lived to 56, Voikov to 38, Dzerzhinsky 48) of course rings ominously:
Mayakovsky would outlive none of the three.
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Notably, Mayakovsky omits a verb from the final two lines. Perhaps one may read these lines as
continuing the euphemistic verb uleglis; more direct verbs implied here might be umeret' or
pogibnut'.

What follows is no less fantastic than Aseev’s Proskakov and Kolchak speaking their own
epitaphs from beyond the grave.

W uynutcs MHe, / 9TO Ha KpaCHOM MOTOCTE
TOBApHIIEH / MyduT / TPEBOTH OTpaBa.

Io memnam uaeT, / COUUTCS O KOCTH,

Boeixoaut / Ha CBET / 1O IBETaM / ¥ TIO TPaBaM.

W TtpaBbl / ¢ 1BeTamu / mrypmat B O€CIIOKONCTBE.

— Ckaxure — / Bol 31ech? / Ckaxkure — / He cnanu?
Wnyt nu Buepen? / He crost nmu? — / Cxaxure.
JlocTpouT / KOMMYHY / U3 CBETa M CTAJIA
pecny6nuku / Bamel / cerogusamHuii xurens? -4

And it seems to me that in this red cemetery

The poison of apprehension torments these comrades.

It walks through the ashes, oozes through the bones,

Goes out to the light through flowers and through grasses.
And the grasses with flowers rustle in unrest.

Tell us — are you here? Tell us — you didn’t give up?

Are they going forward? Not standing still? Tell us.

The commune of light and steel of your republic —

will it be completed by the current resident?

These questions incorporate the fallen Bolsheviks into the tenth anniversary celebration. They fit
the general form of ‘summing up accounts’ that many journals, newspapers, and Mayakovsky
himself undertook in this work in 1927. Mayakovsky’s response begins with a rare break from
lesenka, as if he must, paradoxically, reassure them without hesitation:

Tuuie, ToBapuy, CIUTE ...

Bamra / moapocTok-cTpana

Ka)KII0M / BECHOH / ocIemuTeIbHEN,
KpEIHET, / CHIIbHA M CTpOiHAa. >’

574 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 319-320.

575 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 320.
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Sleep peacefully, comrades, ...

Your adolescent country

with every spring is growing more dazzling,
gaining strength, powerful and lean.

The first line quoted here bears similarities to the second part of the 1918 poem “Cantata”
(“Kantata™), first published anonymously, then under the names of Sergei Esenin, Mikhail
Gerasimov, and Sergei Klichkov. They wrote the poem in three separate parts in commemoration
of the opening of a memorial plaque on Red Square in 1918, and Esenin’s, the second part, reads:

Crure, moOuMBbIe OpaThs,
CHoBa poaHas 3emiist
HekoneOumsie patu
JBmxer nox crensl Kpemis.

Hogsie B Mupe 3auaths,
3apeBO KpaCHBIX 3apHHII...
Cnure, moOuMble OpaThs,

B cBete HeTIEHHBIX TPOOHUIL.

CodHIle 371aTOI0 TIeYaThio
Crtpaxeil CTOUT y BOPOT...
Crure, moOuMbIe OpaThs,
Mumo Bac JBUKETCS PaThbiO

K 30psiM BcelleHCKHM Hapo. '8
Sleep, beloved brothers,

Again our native land

our unshakable warrior hosts
Pushes under the Kremlin walls.

New conceptions in the world,

A glow of red lightning...

Sleep, beloved brothers,

In the land of imperishable tombs.

The sun, like a golden seal
Stands sentry at the gates...
Sleep, beloved brothers,

576 Esenin et al, “Kantata,” in Esenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v semi tomakh, vol. 4, 285-86. The first part is
thought to be Gerasimov’s, the third Klichkov’s (see Koshkin and lusov, “Primechaniia” in the same volume, 480-
81). The memorial plaque commemorated in the poem also was installed for the first anniversary of the October
Revolution (482-83).
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The people move past you
as one host to eternal dawns.

This passage of Khorosho! and Esenin’s part of “Cantata” share obvious similarities: the poet
directly addressing the dead, thus crossing between past and present, the motif of walking, that
walking metaphorically connecting to life and progress, a certain pathetic fallacy of natural
elements, reference to opposing vertical movements — burying heroes in the ground and flowers
rising from it — and a positive notion of the revolution refashioning the world, developed in part
through imagery of light, and in Esenin’s case, sunrise.

While it cannot be asserted with full certainty that Mayakovsky knew this part of the poem
to be Esenin’s,>’ the possible allusion is still more poignant in the context of Esenin’s recent
suicide. Esenin, after all, also had not died ot dolgikh let in 1925 at the age of 30. While relations
between Mayakovsky and Esenin had been “mostly confined to polemics in the early 1920s,”%"8
“none of these losses [Gumilyov, Blok, Khlebnikov] evoked the same tortured reaction from
Mayakovsky as Yesenin’s suicide.”"®

In the second part of Mayakovsky’s 1926 essay “How Verses Are Made” (“Kak delat’

stikhi”), he refers to Esenin’s suicide as a “literary fact” — the term Tynianov used two years earlier

577 1t is reasonable to postulate that Mayakovsky might have known this poem, but perhaps not the specifics of its
authorship. Its first version appeared in the Moscow newspaper Volia i dumy zheleznodorozhnika on 26 October 1918;
the second, in the Saratov journal Zarevo zavodov. It then appeared in the collection Revoliutsionnye motivy v russkoi
poezii, compiled by Vasily L'vov-Rogachevsky and published in Tula in 1921. The four-volume Esenin Sobranie
sochinenii published 1926-27 has not been available to me, but insofar as commentary cited above from the PSS
mentions the commentary in the SS, it seems reasonable to conclude that the poem appeared there also. With this many
publications, and especially one that was barely recent to Mayakovsky’s composition of his poema, there at least
seems to be opportunity for him to read it. According to the PSS, authorship of the three parts was noted in the SS, so
if this is the version Mayakovsky saw, he certainly could have known who wrote which part (Koshkin and lusov,
“Primechaniia,” in Esenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 4, 480-81).

578 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 356.

57 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 357.
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in his article for the first Lef.58 In “How Verses are Made,” Mayakovsky comments extensively
on his composition of his elegy “To Sergei Esenin” in the previous year, and indeed investigates
Esenin’s prosody more deeply than that of any other poet mentioned in it. Further evidence of the
connection comes in the form of Mayakovsky’s own periphrastic technique. As demonstrated
above, Mayakovsky borrowed directly from his essay “Aleksandr Blok Has Died” in his
description of their meeting in Khorosho! Mayakovsky had employed this same technique in “To
Sergei Esenin,” in that case borrowing from Esenin’s own suicide poem to conclude «B a3toii /
*wu3Hu / momepeTs / He TpyaHo. // Crenath xu3Hb / 3HaunTenbHo / TpymHee» (“In this life it is not
difficult to die. / Making a life is much more difficult”).58! This same phrase sdelat' zhizn', ‘to
make life’ also appears in Mayakovsky’s poema.

Another intertextual connection might come from the preceding lines of Mayakovsky’s
elegy: «Hano / BeipBath / pagocts / y rpsaynmx nHei» (“Joy must be wrested from future
days”).%8 This connection depends on how strongly one reads the implication of Mayakovsky’s
line in Esenin’s “Cantata.” If the world is, as he describes, in the early stages of a new era, and the
Soviet people currently moves toward the “eternal dawns,” then it perhaps is reasonable to include
that happiness lies in that destination, and in that sense, happiness indeed must be torn from future
days. If, on the other hand, one reads Esenin’s lines as suggesting a current ‘dawn’ that can be

made ‘eternal,” then happiness presumably is already present.

%80 Maiakovskii, “Kak delat' stikhi,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 12, 96. The article was published
in several newspapers and journals in 1926 and as a separate book in 1927. Jakobson directly references Mayakovsky’s
application of the concept of ‘literary fact’ to Esenin in his 1930 essay “On a Generation that Squandered its Poets.”

581 Maiakovskii, “Sergeiu Eseninu,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 105. There may also be some
significance to the similarities in lesenka structure: both poems put «cmenmats» and «ku3HB» on the same ‘step.’

582 Maiakovskii, “Sergeiu Eseninu,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 105.
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A stronger connection, | think, is to the beginning of chapter 19: «I »xwu3ub Xopoia, u
xuTh xopomio». These lines will receive detailed analysis in the next section; here it is worth
mentioning that in the Esenin context, they read as a sort of reversal of the conclusion of
Mayakovsky’s elegy.’® Given that Mayakovsky considered suicide throughout his adult life, the
opening of chapter 19 might raise the question of whom Mayakovsky is trying to convince. In that
case, Esenin implicitly is suggested as a negative example not worthy of emulation, while one
wonders if Mayakovsky sends him the same wish for peaceful sleep that he speaks to the fallen
comrades on Red Square, perhaps as a ‘comrade,’ perhaps has a ‘beloved brother.’

Preceding analysis has referred to apprehensions about incursions from capitalist countries
in 1927. Even as hopes for worldwide socialist revolution had faded, from the Soviet perspective
there were still positive signs: coal miners in Britain had led a general strike in May 1926. Unrest
in China developed into the Chinese Civil War.%®* Both Mayakovsky and Aseev referenced these
situations in other poems, and here Mayakovsky keeps the poema ‘up-to-the-minute,” to borrow
one of his terms from Mystery-Bouffe, by reporting on the revolutionary situation abroad to the
phantom Bolsheviks:

— A B uxHux / yepHsix / EBpomnax u Azusix

00s13Hb, / ApemoTa u renu? —/ Her!

B Mupe / Hacuibs U ieHer,

TIOpEM / ¥ TIETEJIb BUThS —

Balllk / BEJINKUE TEHU

xonat, / 6yns / u Bens.5®

— But in their black Europes and Asias

is there fear, somnolence and chains? — No!

In the world of violence and money,
of prisons and the twisting of nooses —

583 perhaps other intertextual relationships could be identified as well.
584 \elikanova, Popular Perceptions of Soviet Politics in the 1920s, 47, 53, 93.

585 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 320-321.
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your great shadows
go forth, rousing and leading.

Possible exaggeration aside, in this passage Mayakovsky speaks as much to his reader as to his
ghostly interlocutors: these lines serve as a reminder of the continuing oppression of the capitalist
world, in implicit contrast to the situation in the Soviet Union. The reader of 1927 could read in
these lines hope for future revolutions, a warning to remain vigilant against the problems of the
capitalist world, and a reification of the Bolsheviks.

Mayakovsky concludes the chapter with a return to specifically Soviet concerns:

— A Bac / He TsHET / BceBNacTHasi TUHA?
UWHOBHOCTH / B MO3rax / mayTUHY / HE CBUJA?
Ckaxure — / nena? / Ckaxure — / equna?
I'otoBa nu / x 6010 / mapTuiiHas cuiia? —
Crure, / TOBapHINy, THIIE. . .

KTo / Bamr mokoit ordepet?
BcraneM, / IITHIKK ONMIETUHUBIIH

¢ mepBbIM / IpuKasoMm: / «Brepen!» 88

And the all-powerful sludge does not pull you in?
Lackeyism hasn’t woven a web in your minds?
Tell us —is it whole? Tell us — is it unified?

Is the Party’s power prepared for battle? —

Sleep peacefully, comrades, ...

Who will take away your peace?

We will rise with bristled bayonets

at the first command: “Forward!”

Mayakovsky again speaks reassuringly. He seems more certain of the future through repetition
(with variation in word order) of the request for these comrades to sleep, increases the sense of
certainty of the future. But most importantly, Mayakovsky concludes the chapter on a high note
with the command “Forward!” — again addressed as much to the reader as related to the
interlocutors within the text. While the word is likely enough, given the militaristic imagery of the

passage, to limit the boldness of conclusions, it appears numerous times in the poema, including

586 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 321.
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in the storming of the Winter Palace in Chapter 6. It also appears in Chapter 2 in the voices of the
‘liars’ of the Provisional Government: through its repetition here, and no less in the strong position
at the end of a line and as an inexact metaphorical opposite to its rhyming word otberet. The world
Mayakovsky describes here has been put to right.

In this chapter Mayakovsky commemorates fallen Bolshevik heroes. In the cases of Krasin
and Voikov, he incorporates personal reminiscences; in the case of Dzerzhinsky, he presents a
model for emulation, omitting aspects of Dzerzhinsky’s career that may give some readers pause,
even if other verses by Mayakovsky suggest that he did not suffer doubts on the rightness of
Dzerzhinsky’s actions. For example, in 1924°s Vladimir Il'ich Lenin :

ILroneM B nuno / Toi 6enoil CIsAKOTH,
CIOCIOKaroIlel o 3BepcTBax Yeka!l

CmMmortpurte, / KaK 3/1€Ch, / CBA3aBIIH 3a JOKTH,
paboYuXx HACMEPTH / CEKIIN TI0 IIEKaM.
3Bepena peakuus. Uuremmurenturku |[...] %87
We will spit in the faces of that white muck
that lisps over the atrocities of the Cheka!
Look how here, joined at the elbows,

they lashed the cheeks of workers to death.
Reaction went beastly. Petty intellectuals [...]

And in 1927’s “Soldiers of Dzerzhinsky” (“Soldaty Dzerzhinskogo™):

Conpatel / JI3ep>KUHCKOTO

Coro3 / GeperyT.

Bparu Bokpyr pecryOnuKy phICKaroT.

He x mecTy c11aboCTh / M pa3HEKEHHOCTh BECCHHSIS.
Bynyt / 6utBbI / rpoMIlie, / 4eM KpBIMCKOE
3emieTpsacenue. 8

The soldiers of Dzerzhinsky

587 Maiakovskii, Vladimir IlI'ich Lenin, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 4, 269.

588 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 231-32. As before, Dzerzhinsky’s
name appears in the genitive case as the rhyming word; it rhymes with «lepsxucb-ka».

As noted above, two earthquakes occurred in Crimea in 1927. Though written to commemorate ten years of
the Cheka and GPU (7 December) and presumably written after the second earthquake of 11-12 September, this poem
nonetheless does not account for one of them.
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Protect the Union.

Enemies prowl around the republic.

Now is no time for weakness and springtimey pampering.

There will be battles louder than the Crimean

earthquake.

In conclusion, Mayakovsky reifies fallen Bolsheviks uncritically. The fantastic shift to
conversation with the departed focuses on present internal and external circumstances, and thus is
similar to Aseev’s inclusion of Annenkov in Semyon Proskakov. Both works focus on the past, but
incorporate events, personae, and details that make the influence of the past relevant to the present.
The two also share the device of speaking with the dead. And like Aseev, Mayakovsky guides the
reader’s interpretation, implicitly addressing the reader just as he narrates an imagined situation.

The final chapter of the poema, and the chapter than concludes this analysis, remains in the present,

and offers an optimistic interpretation of the Soviet situation in 1927.

Chapter 19: Good 1927
The title of the poema resonates twice in strong position at the end of lines to open Chapter 19:589

51/ 3eMHOM 11ap

9yTh HE BECh / 00ommen —
N xu3Hb / X0pora,

1 KUTH / Xopomo.°%

| have traversed

nearly the whole earthly sphere —
And life is good,

and to live is good.

%89 The rhyming pairs, of course, are the odd and even numbered lines as pairs. However, parallelism in zhizn'/zhit'
and repetition of almost the same word khorosha/khorosho in the rhyming position of the last two lines of the quatrain
endow them with greater impact.

590 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 322.
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The parallelism of zhizn', life, and zhit', to live, and use of two forms of the same word
khorosho/khorosha in rhyming position make these lines all the more impactful. We might read
them as an attempt for Mayakovsky to convince himself, and perhaps also the reader, of the
intrinsic value of life. In light of the preceding chapter’s intertextual relationship with Esenin’s
parts of the collective “Cantata” and Mayakovsky’s own elegy “To Sergei Esenin,” itself
rephrasing the conclusions on life Esenin gave in his suicide note in its empathetic but still
somewhat condemnatory conclusion, these seemingly boisterously positive lines bear a dark
undertone.

By 1927 Mayakovsky had traveled throughout Europe and North America, and some of
Asia. In that sense these lines bear an element of factuality, albeit with the hyperbole that
Mayakovsky claimed he strove to avoid in | Myself. It goes without saying that the verb that
describes his travels — oboiti, to walk all around or to circumambulate — hardly conforms to reality.
The verb is nonetheless significant as a metaphoric construct. Given that Mayakovsky’s most
extensive travels occurred after 1917, he implicitly acknowledges those travels as resulting from
the revolution, insofar as his ability to travel was underwritten by the Soviet state (and his enviable
Soviet passport).

On a broader symbolic level, use of a verb that connotes motion on foot suggests a world
of dry land that may be traversed. Recalling the proliferation of water metaphors in Chapters 2
through 7, the reappearance of dry land suggests an overall conception of the past ten years as the
rise and recession of a flood. In this way, Khorosho! recalls the flood allegory that frames Mystery-
Bouffe. Rather than floating on the floodwaters of history to the Soviet promised land as in
Mystery-Bouffe, in Khorosho! Bolshevik revolutionaries flood the Winter Palace, flushing out the

Provisional Government and with it the old world. When the waters of revolution recede,
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Mayakovsky ultimately, but not without first experiencing the hardships and privations of War
Communism and NEP, emerges amidst the wreckage in a pair with Blok but assumes the role of
new Soviet poet and citizen on Soviet terra firma.

As in the previous chapter, Mayakovsky shifts from this expansive and literally global (but
at the same time, still personal) perspective to the domestic situation, which he ultimately claims
to be better than the outside world despite word choice that clearly evokes the chaos of the era.

A B Hameii 6yde, / 60eBoil, kumyuei —
Y TOTO JIy4IIIe.

Brétcs / ynuna-3mes.

Jloma / BIOJIb 3MeEH.

Vauna — / Mosi.

Joma — / mon.%%?

But in our fracas, militant, frenetic —
it’s still better.

The street-snake winds.

Houses along the snake.

The street is mine.

The houses are mine.

The image of the street as a snake — questionable at best for the rectilinear streets of Leningrad,
but accurate to Moscow, where Mayakovsky spent much of his time in the 1920s — recalls the
metaphor of Petrograd streets as snakes, via the occasionalism vyzmeiv, in Chapter 6.

Mayakovsky’s claim to the street at first appears as a claim to his status as an oral poet, a
‘poet of the street’ and the people. However, repetition of the personal pronoun moi, my, indicates
that something more is also at work here. Mayakovsky continues:

OxHa / pa3uHyB,

CTOAT Mara3uvHEI.

B okHax / mpoayKThI:

BHHA, (PPYKTBHI.

Ot myx / kucesl.

ChIpbI / HE 3aCHKEHBI.
Jlamr1ibel / cHUsIOT.

591 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 322.
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«lleHbl / cCHUKEHBI!»

Crana / onepstbes

MO KOOIICpanus.

Bbrém / rporiom.

Ouens Xopoto.

['pynbio / y BATPUHHBIX / KHHDKHBIX TPYIL.
Mos / pamumnusi / B TOITUIECKOM pyOpHUKe.
Pagytocsk st —/ 3T0 / MO TPy
BIIMBAETCA / B TPYA / Moel pecmy6mukm.>%?
With windows wide-open

stand stores.

In their windows are foodstuffs:

wines, fruits.

Muslin guards them from flies.

The cheeses aren’t flyspecked.

Lamps glow.

“Prices lowered!”

My cooperative

IS coming into its own.

We pound our pennies.

Very good.

Chest to the piles of books in the display.
My surname in the poetic heading.

| rejoice — this is my labor

flowing into the labor of my republic.

In 1 Myself Mayakovsky refers to precisely these lines as “ironic pathos in the description of
trifles.” Trifles though they may be, this passage exhibits Mayakovsky’s intertwining of himself
and his own fate as a poet with the development of the Soviet economy. The goods on display and
even protected from decay (partly evocative of the Homeric simile involving flies and lump sugar
in Gogol’s Dead Souls) includes Mayakovsky’s books, his contribution to the country.
Mayakovsky takes a strong stance here on his own value, but at the same time seems to
equate it with products that have become regularly available, in contrast to his description of the
privations of War Communism in earlier chapters. At the same time, Mayakovsky continues to

claim ownership over things that now belong to the citizenry, at least in theory. He retains this

592 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 322-323.
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same cadence and repetition of ‘my’ subsequent lines, commenting, for example, that “My police
protect me” («Most munuius MeHs 6epexeT»). Looking up at the “blue silk” of the sky and seeing
planes overhead, he claims the pilots as well — in short, everything that is now ‘good’ in Soviet life
and society is Mayakovsky’s. Implicit in this statement is the notion that Mayakovsky is one of
the common people: any Soviet citizen could make these claims to ownership, just as some of the
stormers of the Winter Palace chided those attempting to loot it on the grounds that the revolution
transferred ownership of artworks in the palace to the people.

This passage also shows Mayakovsky’s adroit wordplay. He incorporates a paraphrased
quotation, “Prices lowered!” from a 1927 advertising poster for Leningradodezhda (Leningrad
Clothiers) to ironic effect, given that «camkensr» rhymes here with «ue 3acmkens»: prices have
gone down despite lack of defect in the goods sold.5% This reference fits with the paraphrastic
technique discussed earlier in this chapter, with the difference that this line is presented as a
quotation, when it in fact is paraphrased. Further wordplay appears in the following lines: taking
claim over some cooperative, could Mayakovsky have in mind the related English word
‘cooperative?’ This reading gains strength from the following word operiat'sia, with its sonic
resonance with operatsiia (‘operation’). In any case, Mayakovsky suggests a return to pre-
revolutionary norms through the word grosh, a half-kopeck coin in imperial Russia, even as he
uses the word in its primary colloquial meaning of ‘a pittance.” In any case, the verb operiat'sia
suggests a sense of new normalcy perhaps appropriate to the latter days of NEP, and Mayakovsky

ultimately judges this situation ‘good.’

598 As far as | can tell, Mayakovsky had no part in the design or text of this poster. It appears to be the design of graphic
designer Dmitry Bulanov. Its full text reads: «C 21 ¢espais JleHuHTpa1oaeK1a CHA3HIIA [IEHBI Ha BCE CBOM TOBAPbI».
It depicts a large, androgynous face in profile on its left side speaking these words, and four ears along the right border
‘hearing’ the advertisement.
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The image of books in the store window deserves separate analysis in the context of
Mayakovsky’s position in 1927. Inclusion in the ‘piles of books’ in the window, a wordplay with
grud’, chest, and gruda, pile, may not seem so flattering for a poet of Mayakovsky’s stature, but
this basic image recurs across Mayakovsky’s work. He already had compared Lenin’s mausoleum
to ‘heaped books’ in the previous chapter, evoking the literacy campaigns Lenin initiated and his
widow Nadezhda Krupskaia continued in the 1920s.

In the introduction to Khorosho! Mayakovsky imagines the poema as a published book.
While writing Khorosho!, namely in June 1927, Mayakovsky’s collected works began to appear
in print.5%* Later, in “At the Top of My Voice”, Mayakovsky would imagine his books in burial
mounds (kurgany) — certainly a metaphor closer to the Lenin mausoleum than books in the
storefront, but a similar image, nonetheless. Most importantly, Mayakovsky ‘commodifies’
himself, presenting his poetry alongside everyday items for consumption — hardly a lofty position
for a poet, but also a juxtaposition that normalizes Mayakovsky’s continued presence on the
literary scene, contrary to the wishes of his critics. It is in keeping with Mayakovsky’s desire to be
read, to be a ‘professional’ poet. The first of these in Russian poetry was Pushkin, to whose work
“At the Top of My Voice” alludes.>®

The lines “This is my labor / flowing into the labor of my republic” similarly represent a
statement of position. Mayakovsky argues that he indeed is contributing to the building of
socialism. This discussion recurs in Mayakovsky’s post-revolutionary experience (as Mayakovsky

is constantly fending off critics). Perhaps the clearest articulation of Mayakovsky’s view of poetry

59 Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 386.

5% The reviewer of Khorosho!, Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov, Pasternak’s cycle “K oktiabr'skoi godovshchine” (“On
the October Anniversary”), and Tikhonov’s Vyra in the Krasnaia gazeta noted that each of the four poets “has, or at
least wants to have, a mass working-class reader as audience, and they count on this audience when they write.” lus
Bol'shoi, “Chetyre poeta — Oktiabriu,” Krasnaia Gazeta, evening edition of 30 November 1927, 5.
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as worthwhile socialist labor is his 1918 poem “The Poet Worker” (“Poet-rabochii”), in which he
declares himself to be not just a worker, but an entire factory.>%® Perhaps not incidentally, that
poem ends with an image of a specific type of hydropower: «Bojoii peueit BepTeTh *KepHOBa»
(“Let the millstones turn by the water of speeches”),*®” and the watery imagery repeats here in the
expression of Mayakovsky’s labor “flowing into” other labor, almost as if a tributary to a greater
river — perhaps to the river of stormers of the Winter Palace in Chapter 6, an event in which
Mayakovsky did not participate, and perhaps to the ‘river by the name of Fact’ in the introduction
to the poema. If nothing else, these lines present a positive model for others to emulate. One might
contribute labor in various ways, but happiness is when individual labor ‘flows into’ and joins the
collective labor, flowing as a river by one inexorable course. These lines are thus a justification of
Mayakovsky himself and a model for the reader.

Similar echoes of previous passages in Khorosho! appear in the following lines.
Mayakovsky writes:

[Tp116 / B30MIHN

IIUHOM Ty0aToi —

B MOEM / aBTOMOOHMIIC

MOM OCITYTAaThl.

B xpacHoe 31anue

Ha 3acenanmue.

Cupaure, / HE COBENTE,
B Mo&M Moccogere.%

5% Maiakovskii, “Poet-rabochii,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 18. He returns to arguing for the
utility of poetry elsewhere, for example, in the 1926 poem “Conversation with a Tax Collector about Poetry”
(“Razgovor s fininspektorom o poezii”).

597 Curiously, this is almost the same phrase that Miliukov uses in Chapter 4 («/laii okporito peueii Bonoro») with an
opposing valence.

5% Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 323-324. Mossovet — Moscow City
Soviet (Moskovskii gorodskoi sovet), the highest administrative body of the city in the Soviet era.

The last two quoted lines bear resemblance to Pasternak’s description of the Ninth Congress of Soviets in his
Vysokaia bolezn'. First published in 1923, the 1928 revised version of the poema includes the lines: «ITpocuucs, moar,
M Cyii cBO# TIporryck. / 31ech He B oObIuae 3eBath» (“Awake, poet, and give your pass. / It’s not custom to yawn here”).
This connection might be far-fetched: Serveeva-Kliatis and Lekmanov do not identify it in their study Vysokaia
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They whipped up dust
with a thick-lipped tire —
in my automobile

are my deputies.

Going to a red building
For a session.

Stay seated, don’t nod off
in my Mossovet.

These lines suggest both internal and external connections. Mayakovsky’s deputies in their car
contrast with the image of Kerensky in Chapter 2 («Takue ciaywsau Obutd, /| OH enmer B
aBTOMOOMIIE...»). Mayakovsky’s deputies lack the hoopla of Kerensky’s passage through
Petrograd (this scene is also in Moscow), but they, unlike Kerensky, are effective in their
movement: they kick up dust, while the crowds completely stopped Kerensky’s movement
(«Y3HaBIIHM, KTO U KOTOPBIi — / TONMA pacipsriia MOTOPbI!»).

Furthermore, Mayakovsky hints at another important story of Kerensky’s past: namely, his
flight from the Winter Palace during its storming. Here Mayakovsky describes the tire of the
vehicle as ‘thick-lipped’ (gubatyi); the car in which Kerensky fled to Gatchina to rally Cossack
supporters, on the other hand, was in quite different condition. Katanian quotes from Kerensky’s
reminiscences, which “Mayakovsky certainly read”:

S npukasan noxaTh MOH IPEBOCXOHBINA OTKPBITHIN TOPOKHBINA aBTOMOOUIL. Kak Ha3mo y

MaIIMHbBI HE 0Ka3aJI0Ch JOCTATOYHOTO JUIs JOJITOr0 IMMyTH KOJIMYecTBa O€H3MHA U HU OJIHOM

3armacHOM 1mumHBL [lpeamounTaro nydiie octarbes 0e3 OEH3MHA W IIMH, Y€M JOJITHMH

cbopamu obpaimats Ha ceOsi BHUMaHUE.

| ordered my superb open travelling automobile. As if out of spite the car turned out to not

to have enough gasoline for a long journey and no spare tire. | prefer to end up without

gasoline and tires rather than attract attention to myself by taking a long time gathering
them. 59

bolezn' Borisa Pasternaka. Dve redaktsii poemy. Kommentarii. There is, of course, a significant difference in that
Mayakovsky issues his imperatives to Mossovet deputies, whereas Pasternak addresses a poet, perhaps himself.

599 Kerensky, Gatchina (Iz vospominanii), 13, qtd. in Katanian, “O nekotorykh istochnikakh,” 292.
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In the opening of Chapter 6 — even before the storming of the Winter Palace begins —
Mayakovsky’s version of this story reads as follows:

B Gemenom aBTomMoOuIe, / MOKPHIIIKA COUBIIH,

TUXUH, / BpoJie / yITaKkOBaHHOM TPYOBI,

3a ['aTunny, / 3a0UBLINCE, / yIeneThIBaI ObIBIINN —

«B por, / B 6apanuii! / B36ynrosasimmecs padni!»®®

In a frenzied automobile, with battered roof,

quiet, as if a packed pipe,

for Gatchina, jammed in, the former took to heels —

“To the horn, the ram’s horn! Slaves uprising!”
Katanian credits Mayakovsky with “telegraphic laconicism” in this description, a phrase almost
certainly chosen in light of Mayakovsky’s command in the first chapter for his verse to “fly like a
telegraph.” Kolonitskii notes, however, that this phrase belongs to an earlier moment in 1917:
namely, a speech that Kerensky delivered in April. In that speech Kerensky contrasted “slaves
uprising” with “conscious citizens” (soznatel'nye grazhdane) — hardly the implication of
Mayakovsky’s lines, which suggest that Kerensky thus named the stormers of the Winter Palace. 5%
In short, these lines exemplify Mayakovsky’s ability to take a ‘fact’ of the revolution, dislocate it
chronologically, and redefine its meaning for his own purposes. Mayakovsky argues by
implication that the Soviet Union of 1927 has far surpassed the Kerensky government of 1917 in
terms of material well-being.

Similar claims to possession of positive aspects of everyday Soviet life continue in the
following lines, now extending beyond material goods. Appraisal remains as ‘good’:

Mos / Muunus

MeHs / Oepexer.

Keznom / mpaBwur,

Yro0 BIpaBo / mied.
[loiiny / Hampaso.

600 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 254-255.

601 Kolonitskii, Tovarishch Kerenskii, 221.
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Ouenb xopo1o.

Hano mHuo¥0 / HEGO.
Cunuii / menx!
Huxornma / He 66110
Tax / xoporio.

Tyuu- / Koukw,
MIePETUTBLTN JICTYUKH.
Ito / nerunku mou.5%2

My police

protect me.

It directs with a baton,

for me to go right.

I’ll go right.

Very good.

Above me is the sky.

Blue silk!

It has never been

this good.

Raincloud-hillocks,

pilots sailed across.

These are my pilots.
Mayakovsky’s choice of direction in this passage is intriguing: why does the police direct him to
the right? Is this an oblique reference to the rise of Stalin, whose place on the Soviet political
spectrum was ‘right’ relative to the Left Opposition while also insistent on correctness as a
continuation of Lenin’s thought? Or does Mayakovsky refer to the cultural situation in 1927, in
which the ‘right’ artistic groups maintained the conservative position that advocated for a return
to the classics and eternal themes? Mayakovsky, after all, was the leader of a journal and group
that featured ‘left” — politically, artistically, culturally — as the first word of its name. Perhaps in
this passage he foresees that these groups and their tendencies would ultimately win out — and
accepts a lesser role. Or, perhaps, has the revolution set history on the ‘right’ trajectory? Or does

Mayakovsky reference a return of order to Soviet life after the chaos of the Civil War, and thus,

this image of a policeman guiding traffic suggests neither political nor artistic reality of the late

602 \Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 324.
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1920s, but simply continues the preceding line of thought, insofar as bustling traffic in need of
direction could suggest healthy economic activity?

As if to distract from these questions, Mayakovsky turns his gaze upward. The sky is above
him, but notably not his — similar again to Chapter 6, in which the Petrograd weather (together
with urban realia) continues in its usual way despite the political changes about to occur or just
recently taken place. In any case, it seems to the material improvements Mayakovsky describes in
the preceding lines, appearing to him as blue silk and leading him to the conclusion that “It has
never been this good” — an argument that earlier chapters highlighting the material difficulties of
War Communism supports. Long gone, it seems, are the times when Mayakovsky spared a pinch
of salt for his sister Olga’s New Year celebration or when two carrots and an armful of birch
firewood became more valuable gifts to his beloved than candies and flowers (Chapter 14). In this
context, the pilots overhead — Mayakovsky’s pilots — appear as much as a luxury item as a marker
of Soviet modernity, completing a picture that turns the oppressive nature of everyday life (byt)
that permeates so much of Mayakovsky’s writing on its head.

The next lines reflect Lef’s insistence on topicality in their writing. In a passage that echoes
Mayakovsky’s appraisal of the burning of Blok’s library, the poet turns his attention to newspaper
reports of the July Revolt in Vienna, which occurred while he was working on Khorosho!

B razery / rnaza:

MOJIOJIIEI — BEHIIBI!

Bypxysim / mox 3an

HaAJIa0T / KOJIEHLIEM.

Cyn / xryT.

3ep / TyT.

Wnet / moxap

CKBO3b OyMa)XHBII IOPOX.

[Ipokypopsl / npoxart.

Kaxk xoporo!

[ectput / mepenoBuia
yrpo3 mapuioi.
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Y100 UM HOJABUTHCS.
I'posar? / Xopomo.5%3

Eyes on the newspaper:
Good job, Viennese!
They’re putting their knee
to the bourgeoise’s behind.
Burning the court.

Sehr gut.

The fire burns

through rustling papers.
The prosecutors are quaking.
How good!

The front page abounds
with the mange of perils.
Let them choke on it.
They’re threatening? Good.

Mayakovsky’s support for the Viennese workers connects directly with the ongoing warnings of
impending foreign attacks in the newspapers of 1927 and extends from explicit praise to linguistic
solidarity (sehr gut).%%* Katanian’s notes to this passage raise an important point: “grounds for the
workers’ actions were the courts’ acquittal of fascists who had killed two workers.”%%

One wonders, then, if Mayakovsky emphasizes this moment not only as a positive sign for
worldwide socialist revolution, but also because the Viennese workers responded against the
court’s exoneration of fascists. Authors of Novyi Lef sought to disavow connections with fascism,

some of which were advanced because of their previous connections to the Italian Futurist

Marinetti, who by now had joined the Italian Fascist Party.®%® Osip Brik responded to such

803 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 324-325.

804 This is not the only interlingual moment in Khorosho! For example, in Chapter 17 Mayakovsky writes «Ox paiir»,
and elsewhere in the poema quotes “Yankee Doodle” and “It’s a Long Way to Tipperary,” there as here in Cyrillic
transliteration.

605 K atanian, “Primechaniia,” in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 13, 448.

606 Erlich, “The Place of Russian Futurism within the Russian Poetic Avantgarde: A Reconsideration,” Russian
Literature X111 (1983): 8.
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accusations in his article “We are Futurists” (“My — futuristy”), published in the 8-9 double
anniversary issue of Novyi Lef and a rare example of Lefists continuing to name themselves
Futurists at the time. He argues, in essence, that Russian Futurism was completely separate from
the Italian Futurism headed by Marinetti, which turned toward fascism later than Marinetti’s visit
to Russia:
35106HkIe K Jledy o1 JIF00AT TOBOPHTH:
- Urto takoe Jled? — dyrypuctsr; uto Takoe PpyrypucTthl? — MapHHETTH; - YTO TaKoe
MapI/IHeTTI/I? — UTAIILSIHCKUN (baI_HI/ICT; - CJICAOBATCIIBHO... BBIBO,Z[ SICCH.
Bce 310 uncreiimmii B30p, TaK Kak pycckue (yTYpPUCTHI BO3HUKIIN 3aJI0JITO IO
TOT0, Kak MaprHeTTH cran u3BecteH B Poccun.
A xorpa B sHBape 1914 r. Mapunertu npuexan B Poccuto, pycckue QyTypHUCTBI
BCTPETUIIH €TI0 BEChbMa Bpaxk1e6H0.%07
Those who hate Lef love to say:
—What is Lef? — Futurists; what are Futurists? — Marinetti; — what is Marinetti? — an Italian
fascist; — therefore... The conclusion is clear.
All this is complete nonsense, as Russian Futurists arose long before Marinetti
became famous in Russia.
And when Marinetti came to Russia in January 1914, the Russian Futurists met him
with great hostility.
Brik supports his arguments with citations of documents from the time: from publications in Iskra
to justification of the Futurists’ destruction of the past via pronouncements by Lunacharsky. Brik
acknowledges that certain slogans of the Italian Futurists received support from the Russian
counterparts, but he still argues that “Russian Futurists followed their own path and did not accept
Marinetti,”®% and moreover that “the Futurists did not decline their task [to support the building

of socialism] and passed it on to Lef.”%% If the Lefists have remained Futurists, they are Futurists

of the right sort.

807 Brik, “My — futuristy,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 49.
608 Brik, “My — futuristy,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 49.

809 Brik, “My — futuristy,” Novyi Lef no. 8-9 (1927), 52.
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Mayakovsky concludes the chapter and the poema with the informal imperatives familiar
from Aseev’s conclusion to Semyon Proskakov. Where Aseev emphasized the joy of the present
day deriving from the vanquishing of enemies of the Soviet state, Mayakovsky emphasizes the
youth of the Soviet state, including himself both as poet and citizen.

Pecry6nuka Hamra

Crpowurcs, / T10UTCS.

Jpyrum / ctpaHam / 1o cTo.

Hcropust — / macteio rpo0a.

A Mos / cTpaHa — / MOAPOCTOK, —
TBOPH, / BBIIyMbIBaid, / mpoOyii!
Panocts niper. / He s Bac / ynenuts i Ham?!
JXKu3np npekpacHa / U / yAUBUTENbHA.
Jler no cra / pactu

HaM / 6€3 CTapOoCTH.

I'ox ot roga / pactu

Harei 60IpoCTH.

CnaBbTe, / MOJIOT / M1 CTHUX,

3eMiTI0 MoJtoocTH. %10

Our republic

Is being built, rising.

Some countries are a hundred years old.
History is like the mouth of the grave.
But my country — you adolescent —
create, invent, try!

Joy presses ahead. But not for you — shall we share some?!
Life is splendid and amazing.

May we grow to live to a hundred
without old age.

May our energy grow

from year to year.

Praise, hammer and verse,

the land of youth.

“Our republic” appears emphatically as one unified line without lesenka steps. In keeping with
emphasis on his country’s youth, Mayakovsky encourages it to “create, invent, try!” The middle

of these imperatives does not contradict the ideas of factography that Mayakovsky embraced, at

610 Maiakovskii, Khorosho!, in Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 8, 327-328.
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least in part, in this poema: it is the country, and not the poet, that he encourages to invent. If Lef’s
factography was “against invention (vydumka),” as Mayakovsky wrote in | Myself, then here he
supports the thesis that life itself would provide the best material for literature. Soviet life will
develop and innovate as it grows, a point underscored by repetition of rasti and its phonetic
resonances with starosti and bodrosti. Mayakovsky concludes with a call for the hammer and verse
alike to increase the country’s stature: as the country grows and develops, the facts of its reality

will remain the author’s best material.

Conclusion

In 1927, as proletarian artistic groups attacked Mayakovsky as too avant-garde, too difficult to
understand, and out of touch with the general public, Mayakovsky asserts himself as a legitimate
poetic voice through his factographic narrative of the October Revolution. Khorosho! is therefore
dually legitimizing, in that it establishes an origin narrative of the Soviet state, thus proving its
right to exist, and simultaneously establishes the voice of the narrator — Mayakovsky himself — as
a true ‘poet of the Revolution.” Corney’s argument that narration and memory are mutually
reinforcing processes resonates in Khorosho!: in narrating October, Mayakovsky supports the
standard view of 1927 that imagines the storming of the Winter Palace as the apotheosis of
revolution. Mayakovsky’s simultaneous self-legitimization, such as through ambiguities in the
factual accuracy of his physical placement at Smolny during the storming aside, reinforces the
veracity of his narrative of the October Revolution, and the legitimacy of the resulting Soviet state
supports Mayakovsky’s assertion of himself as its poetic chronicler. Mayakovsky underscores that
he has always been on the proverbial right side of history through citations of his own previous

works.
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Mayakovsky’s narrative relies on documentary sources, facts, myths, and rumors of the
time, and on his own personal reminiscences, previous writings, and biographical connections to
various dramatis personae. The heterogeneity of source material allows for some inaccuracies,
such as the transposition of Kerensky’s famous words to an altogether alien context, but also for
compilation of various aspects of the revolutionary past into a cohesive if kaleidoscopic narrative.
Part and parcel with the composite nature of Khorosho! comes ideological clarity: Mayakovsky’s
narrator guides the reader to ideologically sound conclusions about various actors in the revolution.
This is the case with Kerensky, some of whose most famous statements from 1917 appear
verbatim. On the other hand, other opponents, like Miliukov and Kuskova, appear as highly
stylized caricatures, removed from contemporary reality through couching in Eugene Onegin,
whose political and social positions could hardly be taken seriously.

These factors result in a poema that is both factographic and inventive, and in villains that
share features with paradigmatic villains in Soviet literature of the late 1920s without neatly fitting
with any one type. If Mayakovsky himself remains the hero in later chapters, as he or his avatar
is in so many of his other works, it must be acknowledged that Mayakovsky cedes the position of
prominence to the common people, and to a lesser extent the Bolshevik party, in Chapters 2
through 6. In Chapter 7 he styles himself as inheritor of the mantel of first poet in his symbolic
meeting with Blok. Limiting focus on himself in earlier chapters may have been a politically savvy
decision, given the biographical lacunae that Mayakovsky opts not to elucidate. In Khorosho!
Mayakovsky attempts to unite himself with the people, his individual poetry with collective

production, and the people with the Bolshevik Party in his telling of the October Revolution.
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Conclusion

In 1927 the poemy of Aseev and Mayakovsky contributed to the ten-year anniversary of the
October Revolution. Both were artistic attempts to ‘tell October,’ the story of how the Bolsheviks
came to power. Neither Lefist was a stranger to the writing of commemorative or historical works,
and while neither poet was officially commissioned to write for the anniversary, the Lef idea of
the ‘social mandate’ surely factored into their decisions, as did their “creative competition” to
“write something new and unusual for the October anniversary.”®'! Both poets experimented with
the Lef theory of factography in their works.

Aseev and Mayakovsky insist on the factographic quality of their works explicitly and
implicitly in their respective poemy. Aseev establishes the factographic quality of Semyon
Proskakov explicitly in its subtitle and in programmatic claims to writing “unembellished lines”
(«HempukpamieHHble cTUXH») “without invention” («6e3 BbiaymMok»), and through use of cited
historical material as epigraphs. Mayakovsky claims the factual quality of Khorosho! via the first
chapter’s image of the “river by the name of Fact,” and this analysis has shown ways in which he
relied on historical materials, especially in Chapters 2-8 of the poema. In both cases, claims to
factual presentation of historical material are often justifiable and objectively verifiable. Analysis
in this dissertation has verified cited material in both poets’ works and, in the case of Mayakovsky,
supplemented established cited material with discovery of previously unacknowledged source
material.

While this analysis has demonstrated ways in which both poemy can rightfully be called
factographic, it also has shown that both poets diverge from historical material in significant ways,

often but not always deliberately. Even once aware that his hero Proskakov remained alive and

611 Voronov, “Rassvet — chto ni den’ — molozhe...,” 27.
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well at the time of writing, Aseev never modified his poema to reflect Proskakov’s survival of the
Civil War years. Even if Proskakov does not suffer a dramatic death in the poema — his death is in
fact not shown at all, but only implied from his “Epitaph” — Aseev could have felt that the death
of the hero was in some way necessary to his narrative.®*? Of course, Aseev also fabricates the
speech of the historical subjects, although he frequently does so on the basis of factual statements,
documentary materials, and current perceptions of those subjects.

Mayakovsky’s use of and deviations from factual material impact the narrative of his
poema in similar ways. In some passages Mayakovsky appears to conflate several historical events,
such as his meeting with Blok and the burning of Blok’s library. In other places, such as his
description of Kerensky, Mayakovsky effaces the boundaries between historical fact, popular
perception, and rumor. Other potentially salient historical details, like Kerensky’s famous
«B30yHTOBaBIIKecs pabbi», are decontextualized and appropriated for use in other historical
moments. Still other divergences from factographic praxis were uncorrectable at the time for
reasons beyond the author’s control. Mayakovsky could speak personally with Podvoisky and
accept the head of Istpart’s corrections for his portrayal of the storming of the Winter Palace and
modify the pertinent lines in public readings of Khorosho!, but he was unable to enter these
corrections into the book version of the poema because it was already in publication.

Aseev and Mayakovsky both populate their works with historical figures ranging from
recognizable heroes and villains of the Provisional Government, October Revolution, and Civil

War to historical actors hitherto unknown to nearly all potential readers. Aseev’s principal villains,

812 Focusing on commissioned films for the tenth anniversary celebration, Corney argues that “In a sense, the entire
project to write October had been caught in the conflict between truth and poetry, a conflict among revolutionaries
about the most legitimate and effective way to tell the story of the October Revolution” (Corney, Telling October 197,
italics added). To my mind, the general contention that truth and poetry are necessarily at odds with one another is
debatable, even though Corney convincingly demonstrates shifts in narratives of the October Revolution from 1917
to 1927.
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Admiral Aleksandr Kolchak and Ataman Boris Annenkov, fit neatly into broader categories for
villains in the 1920s as the ‘alien’ and the ‘beast’ respectively.53 While it can be said that both of
these individuals were naturally conducive to such depiction, the poema also puts these characters
in juxtaposition with each other and with Proskakov in ways that underscore their status as villains
according to these recognizable literary types. Even though the paths of Proskakov and Annenkov
do not cross at all in the text, nor does the available historical record show convincingly any
interaction, one justification for the inclusion of Annenkov in Aseev’s work could be found in
depiction of two highly contrasting but easily recognizable villains.

Mayakovsky’s villains do not fit so neatly into these types. In Laursen’s terms, Kerensky
appears at times as alien, at times as beast. Still more often he appears as a buffoon. Kuskova and
Miliukov generally fit the ‘alien’ type, and like Aseev’s Kolchak, the historical individuals easily
fit the literary type. That said, the dominant device in Chapter 4 is satiric rewriting of Chapter 4 of
Pushkin’s Eugene Onegin. Casting these figures as Tatiana Larina and the nanny, respectively,
places them in an acerbically comic situation replete with agist and sexist jokes (Kuskova as
sexually interested in Kerensky, Miliukov as «ycarsrit HsHB»). Sections like these of course deviate
from historical reality, but in them Mayakovsky satirically denounces the political consciousness
of bourgeois liberals of 1917 within the format of Pushkin’s original and in terms drawing on
indictments already present in Soviet discourse, whether founded in fact or rumor and hearsay. In
short, for Aseev and Mayakovsky, ‘factographic’ writing did not mean complete fidelity to source

material, nor did it preclude a degree of ‘invention.’

613 Tt is worth noting that Andrei Kravchuk’s 2008 film Admiral («Anmupansy») retains a certain ‘alien’ view of
Kolchak. The film devotes extended treatment to the love triangle between Kolchak, his wife Sofia, and Anna
Timireva and presents Kolchak as a romantic dreamer, unfortunately but inescapably embroiled in the Civil War. In
the film’s scant presentation of the Red side of the conflict, Bolsheviks appear as nameless, faceless executioners.
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Both poemy speak directly to the anniversary celebration without mentioning it aloud. The
closing lines of both works directly address the reader of 1927, guiding that reader to ideologically
acceptable conclusions about the work itself and the Bolshevik revolution more broadly. Similar
commentary takes place elsewhere in each poema. Some of this commentary is explicit, as in the
case of Aseev’s discussion of Proskakov’s use of the word «ram» to describe White soldiers and
in Mayakovsky’s emphasis on the unnatural deaths of prominent Bolsheviks. Some is implicit in
their stacking of the odds against the dramatis personae on the ‘wrong side’ of history. In this sense
the poemy of Aseev and Mayakovsky aligned with the broader Party-driven demands for this
anniversary to tell October with transparency of meaning.

Both Aseev and Mayakovsky lead their narratives up to the present moment also in their
interpolation of current events in 1927. Topicality is another justification for the inclusion of
Annenkov in Semyon Proskakov, even though it seems possible that Aseev originally conceived
“The Black Ataman” as a standalone work. Annenkov was another villain of the Civil War
defeated in 1927, and moreover, his activities and connections with British agents in China
connected to broader apprehensions in Soviet society about possible foreign invasion.
Mayakovsky evokes these same fears in the later chapters of Khorosho!, in which he also honors
Bolshevik leaders fallen in the revolutionary era and recent years alike. In Khorosho! other recent
developments in the international revolutionary situation receive the appraisal “good,” and if those
developments did not materialize in socialist revolutions, then Mayakovsky in any case tempers
enthusiasm for revolution abroad with a still stronger appraisal of ““good” in his depiction of current

Soviet reality.
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Contributions, Limitations, and Future Development
This dissertation is, to the best of my knowledge, the first close analysis of Semyon Proskakov and
Khorosho! specifically oriented toward their interaction with the tenth anniversary of the October
Revolution, and the first detailed analysis of Aseev’s poema in English. It therefore contributes a
new perspective on the works of Aseev and Mayakovsky and draws attention to the broader
cultural context in which they wrote. It supplements the findings of Corney on the ten-year
anniversary, and is, in its own way, a partial ‘summing of accounts’ of the anniversary itself.
Nonetheless, this study does not exhaust analytic possibilities of the texts analyzed. Three
elements of these texts that | address only partially are religious symbolism, musicality, and
reception of these texts. In Aseev’s Semyon Proskakov, the hero’s “Epitaph” concludes
triumphantly: «MepTBsiii, st parbl cBou npoctupato / K HoBoMy cBeTy, k HOBoMYy Kpato, / Bee
nepexuB U Bce nobenus!».84 These lines appear to present Proskakov as a Christ figure,
‘resurrected’ in the literary text and reaching out to future life. The image therefore seems
evocative of the version of Christ as conqueror of death. However, in later passages of the poema,
Aseev emphasizes Proskakov’s Everyman status: there are hundreds like him throughout Siberia,
each doing their part to establish Soviet rule. The simultaneous singularity and collectivity of
Proskakov belie easy conclusions about the import of Christ imagery to Aseev’s imagination of
the Civil War. In the finale of the poema, the world that the “hundreds of Proskakovs’ have created
seems to reflect Proskakov’s epitaph: this ‘new land’ is a place of singing and dancing, of joy and
happiness. One might hypothesize that the ‘new land’ involves a Sovietized version of the Biblical

Promised Land. However, in this same passage, the role of Christ as resurrector seems to belong

614 “Dead, I stretch out my wounds / to the distant world, to the new land / having lived through all and conquered
all!” Aseev, Semyon Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 333.
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to the narrator: «scranp, [Ipockakos, u 06Beau / 3eMiTo BeIBETIIMME odamu».52° | am not aware
of any scholarship discussing religious symbolism in Aseev’s writing, or indeed any impact of
religion on Aseev as an individual or as a poet. Among the many topics related to Aseev that have
not yet been explored, this one may be a starting point.

Religious symbolism in Mayakovsky’s Khorosho! is more overt, but similarly
underexplored here. As discussed earlier, the introduction to Khorosho! plays with Christ imagery;
Mayakovsky’s ‘river by the name of Fact’ seems to follow the same course as Christ’s ‘living
water.” At the end of the introduction, Mayakovsky writes of ‘crucifying the pencil on the page.’
Perhaps it could be argued that the meeting of Mayakovsky and Blok resembles the meeting of
Christ with John the Baptist. Mayakovsky often imagined himself and his avatars in the role of
Christ; this question could be discussed also in analysis of Khorosho! So also could the idea of
martyrdom in the poema, applied to fallen Bolsheviks and perhaps also to Mayakovsky himself.
Perhaps of greatest import to interpretation of the poema is the text’s relationship with the book of
Genesis, both through Mayakovsky’s pronouncement of the new Soviet world as “good” and its
metaphors of flood. Such a project also could consider metaphors of resurrection in Mayakovsky’s
poema and overall would aim to apply critical insights on religious imagery in Mayakovsky’s
works, such as Vaiskopf’s, to Mayakovsky’s less-considered later works.56

Musicality is another area into which this work could go deeper. The musical references
and interpolations in Aseev and Mayakovsky’s poemy could be analyzed further, for example, as

factographic devices. Musicality also could be relevant to questions of intertextual relationships

615 “arise, Proskakov, and look around / the land with faded eyes.” Aseev, Semyon Proskakov, in Sobranie sochinenii,
vol. 2, 364.

616 Vasikopf identifies the relation of Mayakovsky’s “good” to the Genesis creation story, but does not focus on the
point.
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with the poetry of Aleksandr Blok in general and his poema The Twelve specifically.®'’ As
discussed by Efim Etkind, musicality is vital to Blok’s poema of the revolution.® Another aspect
of these texts that could be related both to musicality and the influence of Blok is metric and
rhythmic experimentation. Innovation in prosody was as unquestionably important to Aseev and
Mayakovsky as to Blok and could relate to Lef’s broader experimental practices and to aesthetic
debates of the late 1920s. Finally, while this dissertation mentions some contemporary responses
to Aseev and Mayakovsky’s poemy, focused discussion of the range of responses to these works
would complement analysis and create a fuller picture of the literary and political discourse of
1927.

The present dissertation is a first step toward a synchronous study of the literature of 1927
on the model of Jean-Michel Rabaté’s 1913: The Cradle of Modernism, published in 2007.52° In a
synchronous study of Soviet literature of 1927, literature of the anniversary celebration would
constitute one vector of literary activity among many others. As Rabaté argues, a year does not
need to be an ‘annus mirabilis’ for it to be productive and worthy of scholarly attention. Although
perhaps many years of the 1920s could be thus called,®?° 1927 was unquestionably productive in
the literary field. Just as 1913 is of interest to Rabaté as the year preceding the onset of World War
I, so also is 1927 a year on the brink of political sea change as the NEP era draws to a close and

Stalin consolidates power. A wide range of works in poetry, prose, and drama by Eduard

617 Aseev mentions and discusses Blok many times in his prose writing. On Blok’s role in Aseev’s thinking about
poetry, see Kriukova, “‘Nastalo vremia otsenit vnimatelno poeticheskuiu sudby Bloka’ (iz arkhiva N.N. Aseeva).”
Among other considerations, Kriukova notes Aseev’s role in the Dalnevostochnoe obozrenie publication of The
Twelve. See also Nikitin, “N.N. Aseev o poslednikh stikhakh A.A. Bloka.”

618 For example, in “Demokratiia, opoiasannoi burei,” cited earlier in this dissertation.

619 Rabaté references similar studies of the modernist era with a synchronous approach.

620 Rabaté, 1913: The Cradle of Modernism (Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing, 2007), 3-4.
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Bagritskii, Ol'ga Berggol'ts, Mikhail Bulgakov, Ol'ga Forsh, VVsevolod Ivanov, lurii Olesha, Boris
Pasternak, Andrei Platonov, Lidiia Seifullina, Aleksei Tolstoi, Konstantin Vaginov, Evgenii
Zamyatin, and others, and the literary reviews, polemics, and debates that appeared with and
surrounded them, could receive analysis. Such a study would examine tensions, ambiguities,
debates, and commonalities in Soviet literature and literary culture at a time when extraordinary
works were written, but also just before the Soviet cultural apparatus made decisive moves toward
greater aesthetic and ideological restriction.

The 1927 anniversary of the October Revolution provided a rich social, political, and
cultural context for literary activity. The literary contributions of Aseev and Mayakovsky to the
anniversary are complex and multi-faceted, and they engage with a wide range of issues pertinent
to the anniversary itself and to their historical moment more broadly. The Lef theory of factography
was naturally consonant with the goals of the anniversary celebration, and while Aseev and
Mayakovsky were not historians in any conventional sense, their poemy represent literary

experiments in ‘telling October.’
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	Шпарь, Сенюха! / Выгорело дело:
	взяли в плен, / душа его из тела!
	Стой сторожи, / глазу не спускай,
	в рот не ложи / единого куска.
	До ветру бегая, / воду кипятя,
	помни вагон / на дальних путях.
	Каждую минуту / держи в голове:
	нас ведь / всего-то / шестьсот человек!
	Quickly, Seniukha! The thing’s come off:
	They took [him] captive, and his soul’s out of his body!
	Stand and guard, don’t take your eye off him,
	don’t put a single bite in your mouth.
	Going to pee, boiling water,
	remember the train car on distant lines.
	Every minute keep in mind:
	after all, in total, there are only six hundred of us!
	Proskakov therefore must continue (or resume, as the case may be) his privation for the sake of the cause: the timing of his arrival in Irkutsk creates an opportunity to contribute, but only if Proskakov can manage his physical needs for the sake of a...
	Ни ночью, / ни днем / не снимая тесак,
	Проскаков / стоит и стоит / на часах.
	Neither night, nor day, not removing his tesak
	Proskakov stands and stands guard.
	Discipline takes precedence over physical needs.
	Through Aseev’s discovery of the reminiscences, Proskakov tells his account of the Civil War. However, the status of “little hero” does not lessen Proskakov’s significance for the events in which he participates, because he is but one of many partici...
	А сотни / Проскаковых / бродят вокруг
	средь белых, / последних, / разнузданных вьюг.
	И бродят / и бредят / о времени том,
	когда они встретят / свой брошенный дом…
	And hundreds of Proskakovs roam about
	among the white, the last, unbridled snowstorms.
	And they roam and rave about that time,
	when they will meet their abandoned home…
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