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Torn Consciousness: Ilya Selvinsky, Yan Satunovsky and
Uncensored Literature as a Deconstruction of the Soviet
‘Covenant with History’

Abstract: This article examines the correspondence between Yan Satunovsky and Ilya
Selvinsky, a rare example of systematic and long-term contact between a represen-
tative of uncensored poetry and a major, established Soviet poet (though Selvinsky
sometimes wrote ‘for the desk drawer’ works that were unacceptable to Soviet cen-
sorship). While Selvinsky responded generally favourably to Satunovsky’s children’s
poems, he reviewed the latter’s adult poems (now considered classics of uncensored
Russian-language literature) negatively and wrote that they demonstrated a “dis-
integrated consciousness” (literally: “torn consciousness”). This article clarifies the
context and significance of this formulation, which was important to the polemical
strategy of literary Constructivism, the movement that Selvinsky headed in the 1920s.
Furthermore, the unexpected clash between Selvinsky and Satunovsky demon-
strates the incompatibility of two versions of Soviet modernist poetry: teleological
and anti-teleological. The former was fundamental to poetry that adhered to official

aesthetic and political guidelines, the latter to uncensored poetry.

Keywords: Soviet literary Constructivism, uncensored poetry, literary generations,
crisis of the Soviet utopian project

1. Ilya Selvinsky and the young poets of the “Thaw’

Compared to other poets who came to the forefront of Russian literature in
the 1910s-1920s, Ilya Selvinsky (1899-1968) was perhaps most committed to
mentoring young poets. He ran a literary studio, taught at the Gorky Literary
Institute, a unique institution designed to train professional Soviet writers,
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and in 1939-1940 created an association of young Moscow poets who sought
to combine modernist aesthetics with communist belief in its Stalinist variant:
the Brigade of Poets at the Goslitizdat literary consultancy (Kukulin 2025). As
far as we can tell, Selvinsky was highly respected among literary youth in the
1930s. Nevertheless, immediately after the end of World War II, Selvinsky’s
relationship with his former students (David Samoilov, Boris Slutsky) began
rapidly to dissolve. In the 1950s, Selvinsky was losing the battle for influence
on the minds of the younger generation of poets to Boris Pasternak, whom he
had admired for many years and at the same time perceived as a rival. (Later,
during the ‘Pasternak affair’, Selvinsky attacked his former friend in the press,
which led him to catastrophic reputational loss.)"

Selvinsky’s failure is recounted in Lev Losev’s memoir Meander, which
describes a January 1956 trip to Moscow by three young Leningrad poets
(Leonid Vinogradov, Mikhail Eremin, and Aleksei Lifshits, later known as
Lev Losev), who became central figures of the so-called ‘Philological school
and, more broadly, of uncensored Russian-language poetry. They visited Boris
Pasternak and Ilya Selvinsky in turn. Pasternak received the poets but refused
to read or listen to either their poems or those of their friend Vladimir Ufliand,
and instead spoke to them for more than two hours about his views on Soviet
history and contemporary Soviet literature and cinema. Selvinsky, on the
other hand, asked them to read poems and particularly singled out Lifshits.
Still, the conversation with him disappointed the Leningrad guests: «Brriina
U3 JIaBPYIIMHCKOTO [OMa, MbI COLUIMCh BO MHeHWM, 4T0 CelbBUHCKUI
Heymen» (Losev 2010: 249). Losev emphasizes that he held Selvinsky’s poems
of the 1920s in high regard even in his mature years, but he believed that
Selvinsky later lost his ability to think independently under the influence of
the Soviet regime: «Ilorennuanbao CebBMHCKMIT MOT CTaTh KeM-TO BpOfie

1 The Pasternak Affair was a campaign of fierce persecution of Boris Pasternak (1890-1960)
in the Soviet press and attacks in speeches by literary and party officials. It followed the
publication of Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago in Italy (1957) and Pasternak’s award of the
Nobel Prize for Literature (1958). According to Kirill Koval'dzhi memoirs, Selvinsky came to
the dying Pasternak in 1960, begged his forgiveness on his knees, and was forgiven. However,
if this is true, this event was known to a rather narrow circle of people (Koval'dzhi, Kirill:

“Eshche o Selvinskom”, https://web.archive.org/web/20211112184150/https://www.vilavi.ru/
raz/alisa/4.shtml, 16.02.2025).

2 “Leaving the house at Lavrushinsky lane, we agreed that Selvinsky was unintelligent”. Unless

otherwise indicated, the translations are mine. - I. K.


https://web.archive.org/web/20211112184150/https://www.vilavi.ru/raz/alisa/4.shtml
https://web.archive.org/web/20211112184150/https://www.vilavi.ru/raz/alisa/4.shtml
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Bpexra, Ho He cTan HudeM. OH ZyMas, 4TO ero CAABIMBAET U HeceT MOTYYMil
[OTOK MICTOPYM, @ €r0, KaK ¥ MHOTHX JPYTUX, IPOCTO HPUAABVIIN U PACTEPIIN
KMp30BbIM carorom» > (Ibid.: 248-249).

Losev’s memoir demonstrates that for authors of uncensored poetry,
which in the 1950s was gradually turning into an autonomous subfield of lit-
erature,* the figure of Ilya Selvinsky was both attractive and disappointing.
In this article I show that both the desire to gain Selvinsky’s approval and the
disappointment in him were manifestations of general trends in the evolution
of Russian poetry, and not just a fact of the personal biographies of Eremin,
Vinogradov, and Losev. A similar path was travelled by Satunovsky, an author
different from the young poets of the ‘Philological school” in both generational
self-definition and aesthetic orientation.

A common reason for this disillusionment could be the political and aes-
thetic position of Selvinsky, who in the 1950s was perceived as a much greater
conformist than Pasternak — and more than Selvinsky himself had been in
the 1920s with his striking experiments. However, in my opinion, this was
far from being just the “capitulation” that Losev frankly wrote about. Back
in the 1920s, when Selvinsky made his major poetic discoveries, he devel-
oped - in collaboration with other Constructivists — his own conception of
poetry, which he would defend throughout his life. It was this conception that
prevented him from understanding not only the individual authors of the
new, independent post-Stalin Soviet culture, but this culture as a whole, and
this refusal to understand was reciprocated by his younger interlocutors. The
purpose of this article is to analyze this mutual misunderstanding through
one particular example.

2. Yan Satunovsky and Ilya Selvinsky: a failed dialogue

Satunovsky’s relations with the Constructivists in general and Selvinsky in
particular have been the subject of special studies by Oleg Burkov (2012) and
Kirill Korchagin (2021). In his biographical essay on Satunovsky, Burkov writes

3 “Potentially Selvinsky could have become something like Brecht, but he became nothing. He
thought that he was squeezed and carried by the mighty stream of history, but he, like many
others, was simply pressed down and crushed with a kirza [army] boot”.

4  For more on this formation, see: Kukulin 2019.
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that in the late 1930s Satunovsky asked his brother Piotr, who lived in Moscow,
to show his poems to Selvinsky. Selvinsky, who was considered a maitre at the
time, assessed Satunovsky’s works with some skepticism. However, it seems
that Satunovsky’s association with Selvinsky dates to a much earlier time,
when he might have participated in some activities of the Literary Center of
Constructivists (LTsK), which Selvinsky headed in 1924-1930. On October 21,
1966, Satunovsky wrote the poem “Pomniu LTsK - literaturnyi tsentr konstruk-
tivistov...” (“I remember LCC - the literary center of the Constructivists...”;
[201]), from which Burkov assumed that during his studies in Moscow in the
late 1920s, the young Satunovsky was close to the ‘konstromoltsy’ (Construc-
tivist Youth members), who gathered in the literary studio of Krasnoe stu-
denchestvo (Red Studenthood) under the leadership of Selvinsky.

An important piece of indirect evidence can supplement this assump-
tion. In his poems and commentaries, Satunovsky repeatedly mentions the
poets Georgy Obolduev and Ivan Pul’kin, with whom he was well acquainted.
In 1930, Satunovsky and Obolduev went to Vladimir Mayakovsky’s funeral
together, and Satunovsky mentions this in one of the versions of his poem “Ia
byl iz tekh, zatertykh v tolpe..” (“I was among those pressed in the crowd..”;
[719]). Obolduev and Pul’kin were members of the Union of the Approxi-
mately Equal (Soiuz Priblizite]'no Ravnykh), an informal group that emerged
within the Literary Center of Constructivists but was opposed to its program.
In correspondence between the Union’s most influential member, Ivan Akse-
nov, and the LTsK leadership, Aksenov argues that he is not engaged in any
“factional activity”, is not the leader of a group, and that the group has not
really been properly established (the leaders of the Constructivists, apparently
taking their cue from the All-Union Communist Party (Bolsheviks), did not
tolerate any organized dissent within the movement).” Nevertheless, poems
by the Union’s participants have been preserved in the archive of the “kon-
stromolets” Valentin Portugalov and published in a small print run only in
2013 (Isaeva 2013).

The general aesthetic principles of the Union of the Approximately
Equal have been discussed very little in critical literature because this group
remained “invisible” to researchers for many decades. Now we know that the
Union apparently had a consistent, if not fully articulated, aesthetic program,

5 Seeletters about the Union of the Approximately Equal published in: Aksenov 2008, vol. 2.
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which indeed polemicized with the program of Selvinsky and the LTsK ideo-
logue Kornelii Zelinsky. It is also clear that the group’s participants did not
appear to understand at the time of its inception (in 1929) just how radical
their opposition to the LTsK program was. Satunovsky’s poetry, meanwhile,
shows clear traces of dialogue with Obolduev and Pul'kin. I will return to this
in more detail later.

Satunovsky corresponded with Selvinsky in the 1940s-1960s. Apparently,
the initiative in this communication came solely from the younger poet, Sat-
unovsky. In May 1966, Satunovsky sent Selvinsky his ‘adult’ poems; before
that he had sent only his works for children, which Selvinsky had praised.
To the new letter, Selvinsky reacted unexpectedly nervously. He started the
letter with the words “Dear Comrade Satunovsky, as if to a stranger, while
in previous letters he addressed him “Dear Yakov Abramovich” Further
Selvinsky wrote: «Cruxu Baum Ipou3BOAST CTPAaHHOE BIleYaTIeHue. B Hux
HECOMHEHHO [I03TIYeCKOe YyBCTBO, HO OHJ O4eHb CTabbI B CMbIC/IE €MHCTBA
conep>kanns. MHe kaxeTcst, 6yTO B HUX — PasopBaHHOCTb CO3HaHMsD» ® (cit.
after Burkov 2012).

Despite its brevity, Selvinsky’s response is very important. It recalls his
statements of the 1920s: Selvinsky reacted as if he had met a very old, long-for-
gotten opponent. In 1926-27, Selvinsky wrote a novella in verse, Zapiski poéta
(Notes of a Poet), tull of thinly-veiled (or not veiled at all, and very personal
and overtly biased) commentary about the literary life of Moscow at the time.
Its hero, the young modernist poet Eugene Ney, comes to Moscow to make his
name and to find new writing friends, and soon falls in with the Constructiv-
ists, headed by the Chairman (in this character Selvinsky portrayed himself in
a very complimentary way). In his monologue, the Chairman accuses Ney of
making his poem too “decentralized”, lacking a semantic center.

Ho rpe >xe koHTpons? Het koHTpOsA. AGCypp,.

[...] Bot 3pech 1 3anmokeH Bam MuHYyc. Bee mpeBocxopHo:

6  “Your poems make a strange impression. There is undoubtedly a poetic feeling in them, but
they are very weak in the sense of unity of content. It seems to me as if there were a disinte-
grated <literally, “torn”. - I. K.> consciousness in them”. Oleg Burkov cites the document from
Piotr Satunovsky’s (the younger brother of Yan Satunovsky) archive.
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Putmuka, pudmuka, 06pasHbIil UKOHOCTAC,

Ho B 1jeiom <Baira> 6aniaga — pasposHeHHOE MUPO3JaHbe,
W TOIt HEBUAMMOI TOYKH, BOKPYT KOTOPOI

Moria 6bI OpPraHM30BaTbCS CUCTEMA, — HET.

MmuTte ee — 3Ty TOUKy. B Heli-To Bce feno.

(Sel'vinskii 1928: 41)

But where’s the control? There is no control. It’s absurd.

[...] Here’s where your minus lies. Everything is excellent:
The rhythmics, the rhyme scheme, the figurative iconostasis,
But as a whole <your> ballad is a disjointed universe,

And the one invisible point around which

A system could be organized - does not exist.

Look for that point. That’s what it’s all about.

The reproach of a lack of “unity of content” against Satunovsky strongly echoes

the Chairmanss criticism. The very expression “razorvannost’ soznaniia” (“dis-
integration of consciousness”) or, more precisely, “razorvannoe soznanie’
(“disintegrated consciousness”) is taken from the first manifesto of the Liter-
ary Center of Constructivists, “Znaem” (“We Know”), which was included in

their 1924 joint collection Mena vsekh (Swap Everybody). Judging by the style,
the authors of the following passage were Selvinsky and Cornelius (Kornelii)
Zelinsky.

>

T'ubmas Teopus «pasoOpBaHHOIO CO3HAHMUsI» U YOIIONDBILL €€ — TEOPUsI «CMe-
IIeHNs [IAHOB», PACTIMB JIETKOBEPHBIX MOJTUKOB, YCYTYOMIN B HUX BO-
JleBOe THIEHIE; B pe3y/bTaTe aljeHTPUIECKUX KPOIIeB U OILOJI3Heil pas3Bal
PYCCKOIT TI093UM JOCTUT HeOBIBAIBIX PasMepOB. 98 % HBIHEIIHNX IIPOM3Be-
IEHMIT MOXKHO YUTATh BKPUBb 1 BKOCh. DTOT pacmaj IPeBPaTul COBpEMEH-
HBIX [I09TOB B CIIELIOB Y3KOil KBaIMUKALH, CYIOLIX MAHAATH I TATEHTH
Ha: 3BYK, pUTM, 006pas, 3ayMb U T. Ji. 6€30THOCUTENIBHO K LIE/IOMY.
(Zelinsky/Chicherin/Selvinsky 1924: 8)

The pernicious theory of “torn consciousness” and its bastard child, the the-
ory of “shifting planes”, corrupted the gullible little poets and aggravated the

rotting of their will; as a result of these acentric crumblings and landslides, the
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collapse of Russian poetry has reached unprecedented proportions. 98 % of the
present works can be read this way or that <without any difference>. This dis-
integration has turned contemporary poets into narrowly qualified specialists,
proffering mandates and patents on: sound, rhythm, imagery, zaum, etc., with
no regard for the whole.

The Constructivists did not name their opponents, the authors of the ‘perni-
cious theories, but their names are easy to reconstruct. “Disintegrated Con-
sciousness” is the title of a 1919 article by Nikolai Punin, which states:

Fp0Ma11Haﬂ 3acnyra IIOJ/IMHHOTO «d[')yTypI/I(SMa» B TOM, 4YTO OH CI[BI/IHYII
¢dopmy — cosHaHme. Pa3bu, pasnomas, pasopBaj, BBIBEPHYII, BBILYOINT,
BbIMEPIJI, CHOBa CTaBUJIL, JIOMAaJI 1 pBal. [] Bot IIo4eMy MEpNIOM NOAJINH-
HO PEBOIOLMOHHOIO MCKYCCTBA OCTAa€TCA U MO CUX IIOP — «pa30pBaHHOE
CO3HaHNE”.

(Punin 1919)

The tremendous merit of genuine “futurism” is that it shifted form - conscious-
ness. It shattered, broke, tore apart, twisted, blew, measured, placed again,
broke and tore. [...] This is why “disintegrated consciousness” still remains

the measure of truly revolutionary art.”

7 Punin himself probably took this term from the Russian translation of Hegel’s Phenom-
enology of Spirit: «[...] MCTHMHHBI AyX eCTb eIMHCTBO abGCOMIOTHO pasfiefIbHOTO; OH
HauMHAET CYLIeCTBOBATh O/1arofapst CBOGOHOI AeiiCTBUTENIBHOCTI TUX KPAilHIX YIEHOB,
JINLIEHHBIX CAMOCTY, B Ka4yeCTBe X LeHTpa. [...] YecTHOe co3HaHme 1) GepeT KaXk/blit
MOMEHT, KaK IPeOBIBAIOLIYIO CYLIeCTBEHHOCTD, I G€3MbICTIEHHO He 3HAET, YTO OHO Jie/laeT
Kak pas o6parHoe. Ho pasopBaHHOe cO3HaHUe 2) eCTh CO3HAHUE HPEBPALEHNS, U [JaXKe
npeBpaleHnst abCOMOTHOTO0; B HeM FOCIIOCTBYET IIOHSTIE, CBSA3bIBAIOLEE MBIC/I, KOTOPbIE
CJIMIIKOM CYIBHO OTHA/IIOTCS OT YECTHOCTH, 11 IOTOMY €T SI3BIK SIB/IIETCSI OCTPOYMHBIM»
(Gegel’ 1913: 237-238); German original: ,Der wahre Geist [...] ist eben diese Einheit der
absolut Getrennten, und zwar kommt er eben durch die freie Wirklichkeit dieser selbstlosen
Extreme selbst als ihre Mitte zur Existenz. [...] Das ehrliche Bewuftsein 1) nimmt jedes
Moment als eine bleibende Wesenheit und ist die ungebildete Gedankenlosigkeit nicht zu
wissen, dafd es eben so das Verkehrte tut. Das zerrissene BewufStsein 2) aber ist das Bewuf3t-
sein der Verkehrung, und zwar der absoluten Verkehrung; der Begriff ist das Herrschende
in jhm, der die Gedanken zusammenbringt, welche der Ehrlichkeit weit auseinanderliegen,
und dessen Sprache daher geistreich ist» (Hegel 1907: 339).
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The Constructivist term “shifting planes” seems to have been most asso-
ciated with the Formalists in the 1920s (although it was not coined by them).
In this sense, the authors of “We Know?”, for all their biases, were historically
accurate: Punin, who studied under Heinrich Wolftlin (Murray 2012: 273), can
be considered one of the methodological predecessors of Russian Formal-
ism. In his memoir, Punin wrote about the cultural situation in 1915: «Teopun
elile He POAVINCH, X0Ts BukTop LIkmoBckumit n 661 ¢ HaMu, 3TOT 6€3yMHBbIIL,
HEYKPOTMMBII, TOTJja €lle COBCEM BECENbINl Ye/lOBEK, He YCIEBIUMII elle
npunymath Gpopmanuctos»® (Punin 2018: 79). The term “shifting planes”
appears, for example, in Tynianov’s 1921 article “Dostoevskii i Gogol”: k teorii
parodii” (“Dostoevsky and Gogol (Towards a Theory of Parody)”; Tynianov
1977 (1921): 201). Soon after Tynianov, the term was picked up by Boris Pil-
niak, who gained great fame in 1922 after the publication of his novel Golyi
god (The Naked Year), his first major prose work about the revolution of 1917.
«PeBomonust 3aCTaBIIa pasopBaTh B IoBecTH (abyry, 3acTaBU/Ia IIUCATD 110
npuHIMIY ,,cMemenns mianos“»® (Pilniak 1922: 294), Pilniak wrote, explain-
ing his novel.

Nikolai Berdyaev in Krizis iskusstva (The Crisis of Art, 1918) called the aes-
thetics of “shifting planes” the main sin of the Futurists. By “planes” Berdyaev
meant not the material elements of the text, but metaphysical levels of being.
Yet, the argumentation of the Constructivists in the “accusatory” section of
their manifesto is unexpectedly close to Berdyaev’s. The philosopher wrote:

OTpuraHye MOTYCTOPOHHETO — ONVH Y3 IIYHKTOB (yTypPUCTUYECKOI IIPO-
rpaMmbl. [[09TOMYy OHM OTpaXkaioT NUILIb IIPOLECC PA3NOKeHUs B (usn-
4eCcKOM IUIaHe. B CBoeM TBOpYECTBe OHM BOCIPUHUMAIOT IUIIb OCKOIKU
" KJIOYbA CTapOﬁ[ IIJIOTU MI/IPa, OTPa)KaIOT CMEIICHMA IIVIAHOB, HE Belad
CMBICTIa TIPOVCXOJSIIETO.

(Berdiaev 1918: 14)

8  “The theories had not yet been born, although Viktor Shklovsky was with us, this mad, in-
domitable, back then still quite cheerful man who had not yet had time to invent the Formal-
ists”

9 “The revolution forced me to break the story’s fabula, forced me to write according to the
principle of ‘shifting planes™
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The denial of the transcendental is one of the points of the Futurist program.
This is why they reflect only the process of decomposition in the physical plane.
In their work they perceive only fragments and shreds of the old flesh of the
world, reflect the shifting of planes, without knowing the meaning of what is
happening.

In the second half of the 1920s, the relations between the Constructivists and
the LEFists became increasingly conflicted, and with the Formalists, con-
versely, more closely aligned. With the Formalists of the younger generation
(Lydia Ginzburg, Boris Bukhshtab, and others), the Constructivists even
planned to publish a joint literary and philological almanac in the late 1920s
(Savitskii 2008: 23). But what is more important for our purposes is not the
specific addressees of the polemic, but the counterargument that the authors
of “We Know” put forward: art should reintegrate the consciousness of mod-
ern man, including in the political sense. For this purpose, Formalists’ “exter-
nal motivations” (Victor Shklovsky’s term) should be replaced by consciously
constructed internal connections.

In other words, Selvinsky recognized in Satunovsky’s mature poetry a
return of the aesthetics he had once opposed with fellow Constructivists.
While he correctly identified Satunovsky’s poetics as opposing his own, he
missed the essence of this opposition. To analyze this disagreement, one
must briefly trace the origins of literary Constructivism and why Satunovsky
opposed it, even as he maintained correspondence with Selvinsky into the
1960s.

3. Reasons for Satunovsky’s interest in Selvinsky: the phenomenology of
speech

The basic aesthetic and ideological ideas of the Constructivist manifestos are
well known to literary historians. The Constructivists declared their main
tasks to be:

10 The aesthetic association between “shifting planes” and explaining the composition only by
“external motivations” (according to Shklovsky) becomes clear from Tsiv'ian 2010: 151-163.
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1. comprehension of the processes of modernization, poetic analysis of the
interaction between man and technology necessary to bring the proletariat
closer to “modern high technology and the whole developed system of cul-
tural superstructures”'! (Sel'vinskii/Inber/Zelinskii et al. 1925: 9);

2. theintroduction of “non-poetic” elements into poems, such as tables, quo-
tations from documents etc.;

3. increasing role of the plot in verse in contrast to its weakening in the work
of the Futurists;

4. theso-called “gruzofikatsiia” (“loadification’, a term invented by Zelinsky),
i.e. maximizing the semantic “load” (gruz) on each of the semantic ele-
ments of the poem;

5. constructing a poem on the basis of the so-called “localizing device”
(“lokal’nyi priem”), i.e. consciously subordinating all levels of the poem,
especially metaphor, to its main topic;

6. the development of a special verse structure — “taktovik” (“beat verse”) 2.

Alongside these declared aesthetic discoveries, the central figures of the Con-
structivist movement promoted another principle — not so much aesthetic as
anthropological: the poetic features were intended to help intelligent readers
develop personal loyalty to the Bolshevik regime, recognizing its flaws while
accepting its historical necessity. However, the movement’s declared princi-
ples were not explicitly tied to political loyalty. This tension made Construc-
tivism internally contradictory from the beginning. Its “dissidents” included
Alexei N. Chicherin (see Griibel 1987) and Ivan Aksenov (both crucial to the
movement’s early formation), as well as Georgy Obolduev.

11 «<K> coBpeMeHHOIl BBICOKOIl TeXHUK<e> M BCel Pa3BUTOI CUCTeM<e> KyIbTYPHBIX
HaJICTPOEK».

12 The Constructivists were talking about the peculiarity of their verse already in the early
1920s, but the term “taktovik” was substantiated by Alexander Kviatkovsky only in 1928. In
Kviatkovsky’s understanding, it was not only a new meter, but also a specific manner of dec-
lamation characteristic of the Futurists and Constructivists. “Beats”, in Kviatkovsky’s inter-
pretation, are isochronous (equal in reading time), regardless of the number of syllables they
contain (see, for example: Kviatkovskii 1929; Kviatkovskii 1966). The term “taktovik” was
often used in studies of poetry of the 1920s-1960s (by Vladimir Piast, Georgy Shengeli, Ilya
Selvinsky), but only at the turn of the 1960s and 1970s did Mikhail Gasparov give it a formal
definition which did not involve the criterion of “declamation” (Gasparov 1968).


http://ru.wikipedia.org/wiki/%D0%9A%D0%B2%D1%8F%D1%82%D0%BA%D0%BE%D0%B2%D1%81%D0%BA%D0%B8%D0%B9,_%D0%90%D0%BB%D0%B5%D0%BA%D1%81%D0%B0%D0%BD%D0%B4%D1%80_%D0%9F%D0%B0%D0%B2%D0%BB%D0%BE%D0%B2%D0%B8%D1%87
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Another principle that was important for all Constructivists (including
Chicherin and Obolduev, and to a lesser extent Aksenov) is a poetic phenom-
enology of speech, or a poetic version of skaz, i.e. a written imitation of oral
speech with all its irregularities and ellipses. Selvinsky stylized his poems as
Sinti and Roma songs and incorporated ‘phonetic reproductions’ of the voice
play of an agitated singer. Other poems were similarly stylized as the narra-
tives of criminals; Selvinsky used the slang of the Odesa gangs, and grammat-
ical constructions characteristic of Odesa Jews, which were being canonized
around this time in Babel’s stories about the robber Benia Krik. Consider the
following examples from “Tsyganskii val's na gitare” (“Gypsy waltz on guitar”,
1922), and “Motke-Malkhamoves” (1924):

«Mmbl-n1blit MO-11 — He? cepAibca:
He tebe Moé ropuko?e cepppliie —
B neMm fIra HaBapuIbIIa ¢ IepbI?LIeM ATBIIbI
YéprIHy?1o IeHy moOBM».

[...]

Ax, HHOYb-y1? CoHanbl. IIpox?majpiga
31ech B ajUieriesix 3arajoxme?ro Capl. ..
VI BOHOCKUTCSI TONMKO CTOH? (9C) TUT-Tapapapsl
Taparnu?Ha
Taparnna
Tan...
(Sel'vinskii 1972: 66)'

“My de-de-dear one - don't? be angry:
My bit-ter-er heart is not for you -
In it Baba Ya-ga has brewed with spi?-i-ce a poi-poi-son
The bla-a?-ck foam of love...”

Ah, ni-ights? Drea-eamy. Cool?-ool-ness

Here in the alle-eys of an overgro?-own gar-den...

13 The question mark in Selvinsky’s early poems was used not only in its usual function, but also
to indicate a raising of the voice, “es” — a pause, a meaningful omission of a syllable.
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And only the mo-oans (es) of a gui-ta-ar carry...
Taratin?na
Tara-tina

Tan...

IMonyaca Hasaj — ycuky HadaOpeHsl,

ITo ropny py64ux, o6 r1as niTHo —

Ow, Kax Bpofe 6amabyc, obomén Gpabpuky,
Oul.. A sHamenutap un Ogacc OIaTHOIL. ..

(Ibid.)

Half an hour ago - with waxed mustache,

A fresh scar on his throat, a dark spot round his eye -
Like a balabus™ he walked around the factory,

He! The znameniter’® gangster of Odesa.

This interest in the ‘phenomenology of speech’ was typical of Selvinsky from
his youth. The first two stanzas of another 1922 poem, “Vor” (“The Thief”)
was likewise based on criminal slang (in my rough translation, I have tried
to convey the degree of its lexical “transgressiveness”, reminiscent of modern
English-language rap):

Beimen Ha apamna. Kaxaet 6ypxyii.
A 10 my3y — 3omoroit 6ambep.
«Mycpio, CKOTbKM BpeMsi?» — JIerko mopgXoxy. ..

[1333b13b 1IpoMesx porul.. — u amba.

Tonbko Xx0Ten 6bII0 CHATD YaChl —
Upbsa-to mmapa munut: «Ilecras».
S1, mOHATHO, Xofa. 3a TIOK. 3a BECHI.
A MMUIPTOHOB — YepTOBa CTasl.
(Ibid.: 62)

14 “Balabus” (or “balebos”) - “master”, “boss”, or “owner” (Yiddish).
15 The word “znameniter” is a Yiddish-influenced pronunciation of the Russian word “zname-
nityi” (“famous” or “notorious”).
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Went out on the prowl. A bourgeois walks by.

And on his belly - a golden ticker.

“Monsieur, what’s the time?” - I approach him easy...
Dzzzyzz between the horns!.. and it’s curtains.

Just as I wanted to snatch his watch -

Someone’s broad hisses: ‘Cops coming!’

I'm off, naturally. Behind cover. Behind the scales.
And the blues - a whole damn pack.

This perception of everyday speech can be called phenomenological: Selvinsky
draws attention to the features of oral pronunciation that distinguish spoken
utterance or singing from the implied literary norm, sharpening these features
but not treating them as characteristic of the lower classes, as was typical of
many writers of the 1920s. Behind this depiction of speech exoticism, there is
no implied apologia for speakers of the ‘other’ sociolect, as was the case with
other writers of the 1920s who used storytelling to make the ‘common people’
visible and significant in literature. What Selvinsky demonstrates is the speech
that emerges in culturally hybrid communities (Roma or Jewish) or specific
subcultures like that of urban criminals.

This poetic innovation was apparently of great interest to Satunovsky as
well. Even in his early works written during the Second World War, he gro-
tesquely exaggerated features of both spoken and internal speech:

. JICTAT
U pa3BOpaYMBaAIOTCA

Meccepa.

pas-
BO-
pauMBaOTCA. ..
Kcn,
bu, xu, ey,
omera!
ITtuakm nerar,

IIOCMOTpPU HAJIEBO, —
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¢sIpcs,
IBIPCD,
dbopTuHOpac,
6parupl,

Hac 60MOIATH!

(«B mepmop, HACTYIUIEHUSL. . .», 1943; [24])

.. flying
and flying back again
the messerers.
And
fly-
ing-
back again...
Xi,
phi, chi, psi,
omegal!
Birds flying,
look left, —
bam,
crash,
fortinbras,
guys,
them bombs are aimed at us!
(“During the attack...”, 1943)1®

This poem both depicts and ironically parodies the speech of a soldier stunned
by sudden enemy bombing. The series of short Greek letters — “Xi, phi, chi,
psi, omega!” — conveys the soldier’s intense emotions through clipped excla-
mations, or perhaps simply the meaningless cries of soldiers running from
their truck to roadside cover. The poem’s ending turns on linguistic ambiguity:
‘bombliat” means “they are bombing us” in Ukrainian, suggesting either that
Satunovsky, who grew up in Ukraine, unconsciously switches to this language
in moments of danger, or that he is “quoting” a Ukrainian soldier riding in the

16 Iam very grateful to Ainsley Morse for her translation made for this article.
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same truck. Yet ‘bombliat” also resembles the obscene Russian word ‘bliad”,
which literally means “prostitute” but functions in colloquial Russian as an
emotionally charged filler or intensifier between words and phrases. Like
Selvinsky’s poem, Satunovsky’s work employs a skaz-like recreation of every-
day speech - illogical, fragmented, and profanity-laden. The crucial differ-
ence is that Satunovsky’s narrator, who closely resembles the author himself,
includes himself among those he parodies.

The question of why this ‘phenomenology of speech’ interested Satunovsky
merits separate analysis, which I will return to shortly. First, however, it is
important to discuss what, by contrast, distanced Satunovsky from Selvinsky
and the Constructivists in general.

4. Deconstruction of teleologically predetermined unity

For most Soviet poets of the post-revolutionary generation, the horizon for
understanding reality was the teleological dimension of history. They wrote
poetry from the position of those who had made a religious covenant — as with
God - with history, aimed at the achievement of communism. Modernity, or
more precisely, the revolutionary transformation of society, was perceived by
many as a trial that condemned some to lifelong excommunication from the
future, while requiring others to change and become new people. This idea of
man’s place in history was reflected most deeply and consistently in the literary
and political program of the Constructivists (Gol'dstein 1997; Kukulin 2014).

From the outset, the Constructivists’ guiding principle was the ‘whole-
ness’ of the work, opposing the ‘discontinuity’ of Cubism, Cubo-Futurism, and
modernism in general. In the manifesto “We Know” they wrote:

Konctpykumsa cocrout u3 yacreit, Hamu HasaHHbIX KOHCTPYSMAMIL.
[...] xaxmas kOHCTpVaMa — 3aKOH4YeHHas GopMa, IpuHecias cebs B XKepT-
BY CTOMKOCTM II€/I0T0.

Konctpyamer 6piBator: ITTABHBIE, BCIIOMOTATEJIBHBIE u OPHAMEH-
TAJIbHBIE.

ITTABHAS xoHcTpysmMa — 3ajjaHle; B AveiiKe ee HAXOAUTCA MaTKa

KOHCTPYKLUI.
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[...] TTABHAS unu MATVICTPAJIBHA I KOHCTPY3MA, B 3aBUCUMOCTI
OT XapaKTepa OPTaHN3YeMOrO, OIIPefie/isieT CTPOIL BCelt KOHCTPYKUMUIL [...]
MATUCTPAJIb (sappo OyxHyllelr MaTKy) BINSeT Ha YHENbHBIN Bec
ocTanbHbIX. KOHCTpyKLMA fepKutcs Ha yrnope B Hee. CIBUT ee M3MEHSAET
CTPOJi KOHCTPYKIIMNA.

(Zelinskii/Chicherin/Sel'vinskii 1924: 8)

A [verbal] construction is made up of parts, which we call CONSTRUEMES.
[...] each construeme is a complete form that has sacrificed itself to the stabil-
ity of the whole.

Construemes are: PRIMARY, SUPPORTING and ORNAMENTAL.

The PRIMARY construeme is the task; its cell contains the womb of the con-
struction.

[...] The PRIMARY or MAIN CONSTRUEME, depending on the nature
of what is being organized, determines the structure of the whole construc-
tion. [...] The MAIN (the core of the swelling womb) influences the specific
weight of the others. The construction is held together by its support. Shifting
it changes the structure of the construction.

This wholeness of the work was perceived by the Constructivists — above all by
Zelinsky and Selvinsky - as a representation of the unity of the human person-
ality reassembled after the modernist “torn (disintegrated) consciousness” and,
moreover, as a tool for creating such unity. Let us recall that the authors of “We
Know” reproached contemporary poets with “rotting of the will” (“volevoe
gnienie”). In the opinion of the Constructivists, expressed in this and subse-
quent manifestos, art should re-integrate the consciousness of modern man.
In this appeal to ‘wholeness, the Constructivists, and Zelinsky in partic-
ular, drew on the theories of the philosopher and social activist Alexander
Bogdanov, who sought to synthesize Marxism, Nietzscheanism, and neo-pos-
itivism in his work. In his articles of the 1920s, Zelinsky regularly referred to
Bogdanov, while adding the ritual accusations against him following his fall
from political grace. Bogdanov had been the object of aggressive criticism in
Lenin’s book Materializm i émpiriokritsitsizm (Materialism and Empirocriti-
cism, 1909), and in general Lenin regarded Bogdanov’s philosophical activities
very negatively. However, Bogdanov’s influence on Zelinsky appears signif-
icant, however the latter was mostly conforming to the demands of Soviet
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censorship and the atmosphere of political intolerance created in late-1920s
Soviet literature by RAPP authors.

Like other major thinkers of the early twentieth century including Edmund
Husserl, Henri Bergson, and William James, Bogdanov believed that the unity
of the human self was an illusion, that the self was a complex of sensations,
and therefore had to be constantly reintegrated. In his view, the liberation of
the subject in the absence of a permanent self is the realization of personal
will as a ‘projection’ of the inexorable laws of history discovered by Marx and
Engels. A supra-personal historical teleology embodied in the concrete sub-
ject is what resists the pressure of rigid, inert society".

The Constructivists sought to present the teleological wholeness of the
individual (called for by Bogdanov) as the necessary condition of the Russian
intellectual who wanted to remain faithful to the revolutionary cause. The
Constructivists understood literary creativity as a kind of integral social-psy-
chological technology for the transformation of the self. In their polemics with
the Futurists, Selvinsky and Zelinsky insisted that the Futurists did not suffi-
ciently meet the requirements of the Soviet era, since they were only capable
of destroying the ‘old’ culture. It was the Constructivists who could and should
accomplish the task of synthesizing a new aesthetics.

The Constructivists understood this new aesthetics as teleologically ori-
ented. All the elements of a poem - the construemes — were to be subordi-
nated to the main task of the poem just as all the elements of the psyche were
to be subordinated to a single political task. However, in the case of both the
poem and psychic life, the Constructivists were talking about assembling ini-
tially heterogeneous elements into the force field’ of a unified end - a concept
of the human they appear to have learned from Bogdanov.

The Constructivists were not unique in this understanding of literature,
but they were the most consistent and self-reflexive representatives of Soviet
literature in its formative stage. Soviet literature, and especially Soviet poetry,
was based on the idea of the teleological self. The starting point of self-con-
sciousness in Soviet poetry was the author’s ‘covenant with history, which
had to be established before the author could begin to create a work. Any poet
who accepted the Soviet rules of the game saw him- or herself as existing in
the conditions of the a priori meaningful course of history, which opened the

17 See for example: Bogdanov 1905.



40 Ilya Kukulin

road to the future: the goals of the individual had to coincide with the goal of
world history.

The Constructivists saw violence as the most important tool for remaking
the self and society. They adhered to a system of beliefs that the anthropolo-
gist James Scott called “high modernism’, an attitude that presumes that soci-
ety can be radically changed for the better according to a preconceived plan
involving violence carried out and/or supported by a specially trained elite
(Scott 1998: 87-102).'® From a Constructivist perspective, such a remaking of
society could be dramatic or even tragic, but necessary and inevitable. The
belief in progress gave all events in history a kind of “ideological surplus value”
- these events were signs of progress or of resistance to it. In the Constructivist
view of things, the state should allow intellectuals individual cooperation and
individual interpretation of both progress itself and its contradictions.

In Soviet poetry, and more broadly in Soviet literature, several versions of
the ‘covenant with history” were possible. These versions can be conditionally
divided into two groups. The egalitarian version of the covenant assumed that
its subject was the ‘proletariat’ or the ‘people’ — a broad social community in
which each person was equal to others and could be replaced by another. The
Constructivists developed in detail a different, intellectual and elitist version
of the covenant: the aesthetics they proposed promoted not the mass but the
individual cultivation of the subjects of the covenant, who in this case were
allies of the Bolshevik Party, critically-minded and at the same time prepared
to self-censor. This aesthetic drew on modernist experiments and became the
basis for the poetry of the moderate oppositional intelligentsia of the post-war
period: Yevgeny Yevtushenko, Andrei Voznesensky, Robert Rozhdestvensky,
and to a certain extent Bella Akhmadulina (Kukulin 2025).

As mentioned, members of the Union of the Approximately Equal resisted
the teleological program of the LTsK. Common features of Obolduev’s and
Pul'kin’s poems from the late 1920s include unusual rhythms (frequent com-
binations of elements of free verse and rhymed tonic verse), ironic use of lists
and enumerations, and an orientation toward maximally intense yet simul-
taneously analytical experience of the present moment."” For Pul’kin, this

18 On Lenin’s vision of Bolshevism as an exemplar of high modernism: Scott 1998: 147-179.
19 Aksenov, at the time of the Union’s creation, was publishing as a critic and translator of po-
etry but was not publishing original poems - at least, none are currently known.
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“present moment” is almost always a moment of passionate attraction to a
woman. One suspects that the enormous quantity of erotic poems in Pul'kin’s
legacy was determined not by Pul'kin’s own amorous activities, but by the way
erotic experience serves him as a kind of model for falling out of teleologi-
cal time. Similarly, Pul'kin’s unfinished long poem “S.S.S.R (Inventarizatsiia s
primechaniiami)” (“U.S.S.R. (Inventory with Notes)”, 1930-1931), apparently
inspired by Obolduev’s experiments in style and verse, depicts not so much
the “construction of communism” as urban everyday life, the simultaneity of
diverse processes unfolding before an enthusiastic observer’s eyes. Thus, not
only Obolduev, who was critical of the Soviet regime from the very beginning,
but also Pul’kin, who until his arrest in 1934 evinced deep political loyalty,
undermined the Constructivist idea of a ‘covenant with history’.?

Beginning with his first mature poem in 1938, “U chasovogo ia sprosil...”
(“T asked the guard...”), Satunovsky consistently and quite consciously decon-
structed the aesthetics of the intellectual and individual ‘covenant with history’
formed in Constructivism.

Y 4acoBOro A CIpOCHUIL:
CKa)KITe, MOKHO XO[UTb I10 TIOTUHE?
— Wauth! — oTBETUI 9acOBOI

1 CITIOHYTI 3a IIepuIa.

CHAB mAIy,

S TIOTIIeT

10 IJIOTUHE,
OBEeSIHHOM CIaBOIA,
¢ neBoro bepera

Ha IIpaBblit,

20 Pul'kin was arrested on February 2, 1934, on charges of “homosexuality” (and spent a year
in the camps before being released), but — as Ivan Akhmet'ev aptly notes - shortly before
this, Georgy Obolduev and the poet Sergei Bobrov (1889-1971), who, like Aksenov, had in-
fluenced Obolduev and Pul’kin (in the pre-revolutionary period, Bobrov and Aksenov were
friends and members of the Futurist group “Centrifuge”), had been arrested on political
charges (Pul’kin 2018: 569). It is possible that the arrest of all these poets was part of a single
NKVD campaign to “uproot” authors who might participate in underground literary gather-
ings after the organization of the Writers’ Union in 1934.
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1 CTaTbIO U3 KOHCTI/ITYLU/II/I IIpo4ernl.

Tak BoT oH, [IHenpocTpoit.

S Buxy

CUIMBOJI OBEIIIeCTBIEHHOTO TPY/a,
a TIOJI0 MHOJI CTOUT BOJjA

C OJTHOII CTOPOHBI BBIIIIE,

C IpyTOJi CTOPOHBI HVDKE.

Cenmabpo 1938, 3anoposove

(7]

T asked the guard:

Sir, can I walk out on the dam?
“Go ahead!” replied the guard
and spat over the handrail.

Taking off my hat,

1 walked

out onto the dam,

wreathed in glory,

from the left bank

to the right

and recited an article from the Constitution.

So here it is, the Dnipro Dam.

I see

a symbol of materialized labor,
while below me there is water,

higher on one side,

lower on the other.

September 1938, Zaporizhhia®

21 Translation by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko. Perhaps this entire poem is a polemic with
a fragment from Selvinsky’s novella in verse Notes of a Poet: «XyecTKas moliednHa BeTpa
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For Satunovsky’s protagonist, the Dnipro Dam (Dneproges) is not a symbol
of progress, but only of “materialized labor”. This term of Marxist political
economy is used here to reduce pathos. The man walking along the dam
has taken off his hat, either out of reverence for the building or to prevent
it from being blown away by the river wind. He does not feel that he is part
of the team that built Dnipro Dam but is trying to rethink the relationship
between himself and the object he perceives as an image of official
propaganda, which is why he views the dam with a respectful but slightly
distancing gaze.

Satunovsky needed to deconstruct the ‘covenant with history’ in order to
overcome the violence that underpinned the Soviet project, to refuse to see
this violence as teleologically necessary. The rejection of violence in Satun-
ovsky’s poems is accompanied by a rejection of the teleological understand-
ing of progress. Satunovsky’s subject exists in history in a different way than
the subject of loyal Soviet poetry: each of Satunovsky’s poems records the
trajectory of an illumination.?* This insight allows everyday experience to
be deconstructed and revisited as a transcendence of familiar scenarios and
cause-and-effect relationships. In other words, Satunovsky’s poems embody a
momentary restructuring of consciousness that allows one to suspend every-
day human existence and everyday language use, to see them from the outside,
to free oneself from them.

civbna ¢ MeHs Ay, / VI Ta, 3a4epriHyB BOJbI, IIOIUTA Ha II0TVHY. / TyT 5 3aMeTnI, 4to
HaX0XYych y pekn, / Kyna yBepeHHO I1araiu XpioKaromiue raomm. / Mou yiMHHbIe BOOCHI
M KpacHblit rajicTyk 6oremsl / ITocbinanu eit npoanpusiit npuset. Ho 51, / Haxnmo6yuns Ha
I7Ia3HUIIBI MPAYHYIO IUIAITY METAaHXOMNY, / VI TAXKKO ONMpasch Ha YePHYIO TPOCTb TOCKM, /
Bsomren Ha MocT...» (Selvinskii 1928: 17; “The stinging slap of the wind knocked my hat
off, / And it, scooping up water, headed toward the dam. / Then I noticed that I was by
the river, / Where my grunting galoshes were confidently striding. / My long hair and the
red bohemian tie / Were sending it a farewell greeting. But I, / Pulling down over my eye
sockets the gloomy hat of melancholy, / And heavily leaning on the black cane of anguish, /
Ascended the bridge..”). Selvinsky replaces Evgenii Ney, a neurasthenic character, with an
autobiographical stoic character who does not succumb to the ideological hypnosis even of
such a structure as the Dnipro Dam.

22 I would use Walter Benjamin’s term “profane illumination” (profane Erleuchtung), but this
would require a critique of the epistemological implication of Benjamin’s work for surreal-
ism, which is beyond the scope of this paper. See in detail: Benjamin 2005: 209. For more on
Benjamin and illumination in Satunovsky, see Anna Glazova’s contribution to this volume.
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Selvinsky recognized something disruptive or disjointed in Satunovsky’s
poetry, but he misunderstood the nature of that disruption. When Punin
wrote about “torn consciousness” in 1919, he was talking about the experi-
ments of Velimir Khlebnikov. Selvinsky lacked the analytical tools to distin-
guish Khlebnikov’s “torn consciousness” from Satunovsky’s anti-teleological
aesthetics. Selvinsky sensed that Satunovsky’s poems polemicized with the
cause he had served all his life but did not understand how this polemic was
set up. Selvinsky recognized Satunovsky’s poetics as anti-teleological and
based on the reproduction of spoken language and the montage of short frag-
ments and therefore associated it with futurism. However, Satunovsky’s poetry
was not based on a futuristic analysis of language, but on a post-avant-garde -
and post-utopian - analysis of everyday consciousness.

Let us now turn to the question of why Satunovsky remained interested in
Selvinsky’s work for so long, and what he continued to see as a kinship between
their approaches to poetry. The “phenomenology of speech’, as practiced by
both Selvinsky and his opponents within Constructivism, can be understood
in two profoundly interrelated ways. First, the consistent portrayal of different
types and manners of speech could form the basis for a ‘panoramic’ depiction
of a vast and diverse country. As with skaz prose narrative, this diversity of
represented speech stems from a sense of wonder at the variety of thought and
expression that spilled into the public sphere during World War I and the Rus-
sian Civil War. It also reflects a desire to present this diversity as constitutive
of a new unity around a new grand narrative, or mainline (magistral’), to use
the Constructivist term. Selvinsky used his cult of linguistic hypercompetence
for this very purpose.

Secondly, the ‘phenomenological, defamiliarizing depiction of oral and
literary speech can be understood as a demonstration of a consciousness
not subordinated to ideology or any other grand narrative, but striving to
coordinate different discourses with each other or living at the intersection of
incompatible, contrasting discourses. This was the position held by Obolduev
and shared in part by Ivan Aksenov, whose view of history was teleological
only during the revolution. It can also be seen in Satunovsky’s work. Aksenov
had written montage poems even before the revolution, which depicted the
coexistence of incommensurable discursive movements in the consciousness
of one subject, according to the principle of montage:
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[...] Tme aTo cepasaTCs TypHUKU?
CKOJIbKO MOPIIVH B 9TOI1 y/bIOKe!
A GaleHHbIe TayKu

[IleBensaT pobKO

MenoBoit MUIBII TYHD JJ1s JTYHBI

ITposABnATD 1M Temepb 3TOT HEraTUB?
HEM3BEXXHO!

HOTOMY 4TO TO/IBKO BO3[[yX Obl/Ia IeCHA
(HecMoTps Ha COBEpIIEHHO HEBBIHOCUMYIO MaHepy OTe/Ib-
HOJI IIPUCTTYTY OTBOPATD, B OTCYTCTBUY, OKHA B Y/IUILY)
Het! Het! Het! He mo3mHO
W BecTb ele pOXKNUT.
W He 6yneT Tebe HMKAKOTO caxapa
IToxa He yOepyT, He YTONKYT TPYT
PacTonTanHbIe BOMHOV Ha/I 3eMJ/Ieil 03MMU
JKanookonnoe
O ropecrHoit forne,
O kanndore,
O kanpudore
besrpaanne Ha rope.

V He BUAHO HM KPalo, HM OTAbIXA [...]
(«MroHxeH», peBpanb 1914; Aksenov 2022: 44-45)

[...] Where do these horizontal bars get angry?
How many wrinkles in this smile!
And tower-dwelling spiders
Timidly stir
A chalky dear kite-hawk for the moon
Should this negative be developed now?

INEVITABLE!

because the song was only air
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(Despite the completely unbearable manner of hotel ser-
vants opening windows to the street in one’s absence)
No!No!No! Not too late
And the news still trembles.
And you’ll get no sugar at all
Until they clear away, until they pound down the tinder
Winter crops trampled by war above the earth
Window-lament
About the sorrowful fate,
About rosin,
About honeysuckle
Holy-Grail-lessness on the mountain.

And no end or rest in sight [...]
(“Munich”, February 1914)

By juxtaposing contrasting fragments from different discourses and adding
individualized but somewhat ironically employed religious metaphors, Akse-
nov aimed primarily at analyzing and (as would be said much later) decon-
structing social conventions. Aksenov needed this deconstruction to expose
the commonplaces of language and thought characteristic of the emerging
mass society; this inclination toward exposure was characteristic of radical
avant-garde authors (e.g., Dadaists and Surrealists). In post-revolutionary
society, the analysis of everyday speech or deconstruction of common sense
acquired existential significance. Such practices allowed authors of uncen-
sored poetry to resist the propaganda-imposed uniform worldview, which
was far more powerful and systematized than the various competing forms of
bourgeois doxa in pre-revolutionary society. In other words, in Soviet society,
the defamiliarization of everyday speech and thought became a means of indi-
vidual resistance and reconstruction of personal dignity. Probably the first to
follow this path in Russian-language poetry was Obolduev. Satunovsky took
the next step. His poems subject his own consciousness to this analysis — con-
sciousness as something alien, traumatized, and already inured to everything.
Therefore, Satunovsky’s poems directly include himself in the picture of soci-
ety that they defamiliarize.
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Conclusion

Satunovsky’s sophisticated irony, intellectualism and use of the grotesque can
be partially traced back to Selvinsky’s poetics, but Satunovsky used the same
elements for very different purposes. Only in 1966, after receiving Selvinsky’s
letter, did Satunovsky realize how different their tasks in poetry were. This
realization was part of a larger-scale process: around this time, Satunovsky,
who had recently retired, began to take stock of his own life. On May 6, shortly
before he received the letter from Selvinsky, Satunovsky wrote the poem
“Prishel rybak...” (“The Fisherman Came...”), in which he ironically and at
the same time very seriously deconstructs the Soviet ideology of historical
progress and de facto announces — above all to himself - its final collapse.

Jpyr Moit, )eJle3Hblil OCUK,

MUPHO p>KaBeeT Ha 6ase.

B Bosgyxe ecTb amoBuTasA CONb —
XJIOPUCTBI HATPUIL.

Bor nu ee corBOpuII, MM YNCTO CMy4atHO

COJIb IMOABUJIACHh HA CBET — HUMKTO HE 3HACT.

Mosket 6b1Th, CTaNNH 3HAL.

Benp He 3ps, roBopAr,

y Bepun 6b1111 KOMIIpOMeTHpYIOLIVe MaTepuaIbl
Ha Kapma Mapxkca.

(193]

My friend, the iron donkey;,

calmly rusts on his pedestal.

The air is thick with poisonous salt:

sodium chloride.

Whether God created it, or it was sheer chance
that brought salt into the world, nobody knows.

Maybe Stalin knew.
After all, they do say
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Beria had compromising materials

on Karl Marx.
6 May 1966, Yalta

Judging by everything we know about him, Satunovsky came to disagree with
this ideology as early as the 1930s, but here he voices a ‘final word” on the
topic.*

It is tempting to assume that Satunovsky sent his works to Selvinsky in
May 1966 immediately after he had written “The Fisherman Came...” in order
to test whether Selvinsky really retained his belief in the teleological nature of
history after Stalinism. After Satunovsky received an answer to his question,
he apparently pondered it for several months, and on October 21, he wrote
“I remember the LCC, the literary center of the Constructivists...” — a poem
about the collapse of his hopes for Soviet revolutionary modernism.

In 1975, Satunovsky wrote a poem that demonstrates even greater disillu-
sionment with the poet who had once been significant to him:

Vnba CenbBMHCKMIL, MacTep MUHUATIOPHI,

B 27-M roy Hanucain B Kokre6ere «IIymropr».
S B ero 4ecTb COYMHUII CTUXOTBOpeHue. BoT:
«Komrnekc ITannkoBckoro (MemeHTO MOpu!)»
— Tommre ero! TOT cTapuK CUBIT B Mope!

(381]

Il'ia Selvinsky, master of the miniature,

in ’27 wrote “Pushtorg” in Koktebel’,

In his honor I composed a poem. Here it is:

The Panikovsky Complex (memento mori!)
“— Drown him! This old man is pissing in the sea!”

“Pushtorg” is a long verse novel, but Selvinsky is called “master of the min-
iature” here because in 1931 he published a poem consisting of a single line -
which at that time looked like a provocative gesture:

23 Translation by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko.
24 To use Mikhail Bakhtin’s term (for more details see: Kukulin 2021).
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A®OPH3M KAPAVIMCKOT'O ®UJIOCODA BABAKAN-CYIIYKA

«Jlyqine neno, 4yem mepe».
(Selvinsky 1931: 42)%

APHORISM OF THE KARAITE PHILOSOPHER BABAKAY-SUDDUK
“Better underdo than overdo”

In his handbook for young authors published in the 1950s, Selvinsky defended
the right of poets to write one-line poems, which provoked abuse in print
from the well-known Stalinist writer Ivan Shevtsov (Kuz'min 2016).

Mikhail Panikovsky is a character from the popular novel Zolotoi telenok
(The Golden Calf, 1931) by II'ia II'f and Evgenii Petrov. A petty swindler and
pickpocket, he is depicted in the novel as a caricaturish old man who tries to
appear young and complains that “the girls don’t love him” Over the course of
the novel, Panikovsky dies while trying to catch up to two younger swindlers.
This is the Panikovsky that Satunovsky links to Selvinsky.

However, Satunovsky was also thinking ironically about himself in this
poem: the poem was written in the same Koktebel’ as “Pushtorg’, and in 1975
the 62-year-old Satunovsky also felt that he was no longer young («Huxkak
He 3aIIOMHIO, YTO A CTapMK (CTapMK — TaKoe aMIUTya)»; from a 1970 poem,
[311]).% Overall, the meaning of this poem can be conveyed as follows: “I,
like Selvinsky in his time, have become a ridiculous old man provoking irony
from those around me, and I too - like Panikovsky - could suddenly die”. The
very idea of poetic dialogue — at least with Selvinsky - is ironically travestied
in this poem.

Satunovsky’s youthful relationship with the Constructivists and Selvin-
sky’s reaction to Satunovsky’s mature poems illuminate a crucial moment
in the divergence between loyal and uncensored poetry in the USSR. Like
the Constructivists, Satunovsky and other representatives of the Lianozovo

25 In the book, this poem is dated 1921.

26 For more on the significance of this scene, see: Vinitsky 2020.

27 “I can’t seem to remember that I'm an old man (old man - such a role)”. For more on Satun-
ovsky and old age, see Golburt’s contribution to this volume.
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school sought a phenomenological analysis of language and consciousness.
However, they refused to incorporate this analysis into teleological historical
schemes. This refusal marked a decisive break from the Soviet literary main-
stream. Rather than seeing literature as a tool for remaking consciousness in
accordance with historical progress, they were interested in how the private
individual experienced and responded to a society that was subject to such
schemes and controlled through violence. This shift from a teleological to a
phenomenological understanding of human consciousness became one of the
defining features of uncensored poetry, distinguishing it from the officially
sanctioned literary production that remained committed to the ‘covenant with
history, throughout all the changes in the ideological climate over more than
seventy years of Soviet history.
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