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Yan Satunovsky and the Genre of “Definition of Poetry”

Abstract: The article examines the genre of “definition of poetry” in the poetic oeuvre
of Yan Satunovsky (1913-1982). Analyzing Satunovsky’s poems that define or charac-
terize poetry, it traces his engagement with questions of poetics and his continued
dialogue with the Russian poetic tradition, including such authors as Boris Pasternak,
Georgy Obolduev, and especially Boris Slutsky, one of the few officially recognized
contemporary poets whose work Satunovsky admired. Satunovsky’s definitions of
poetry engage with broad questions about the nature, purpose, and possibilities of
poetry itself — with some key ideas summarized in his famous monostich, “The most
important thing is to have the audacity to know that this is poetry”. They also reflect
both his avant-garde heritage and his position as an unofficial poet. The analysis re-
veals how Satunovsky’s definitions of poetry often combine elements of that legacy

with a distinctively ethics-inflected approach to poetic material.
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From audacity to poverty: a scatter of definitions

Like many other poets, Yan Satunovsky often reflected in his poems on his
craft, its philosophical and ethical implications. Perhaps the ethical dimen-
sion was the most important for him. During his lifetime, Satunovsky was an
unpublished poet (except children’s books), which sometimes comes out as
bitterness in his works. Since his poetry was a continuation of Russian avant-
garde poetics, he found it necessary to compare his self-perception as a poet
with those recorded by the avant-garde poets of the past, including Maya-
kovsky, Pasternak, and the circle of Constructivists — despite not enjoying
even a fraction of their recognition. At the same time, he remained in dialogue
with his contemporaries whom he knew personally or at least admired as a
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reader. The result of these dialogues and reflections was a significant broaden-
ing of the “definition of poetry” - a type of poem that can be said to constitute
a separate genre in the Russian tradition (Oborin 2015).

An anthology of Russian metapoetic statements, published in the 2000s
(Shtain et al. 2002-2006), comprises four large volumes — and, of course, does
not encompass this phenomenon in its entirety: one glaring omission is the
works of Satunovsky, although fellow Lianozovo poets Evgeny Kropivnitsky
and Genrikh Sapgir are represented. In various literary systems, the definition
of poetry constitutes an aesthetic creed that typically corresponds not only to
the author’s own axiology but also to their position in that literary system: by
saying that poetry is one thing and not another (“a suburb, not a chorus’, to
take an example from Pasternak)’, poets assert their stance within the literary
landscape and offer their perspective on the work of their fellow poets.

As Stephanie Sandler writes, the Russian tradition, especially in the twenti-
eth century, “elevates poems about poetry making; it potentially orients poetry,
poets, and readers toward the past” (Sandler 2024: 21-22). However, in the
twentieth century the definitions of poetry themselves were often not as ele-
vated, both semantically and stylistically, as had been the case in previous
centuries, e.g. in the poetry of Gavriil Derzhavin or Nikolai Nekrasov. David
Burliuk, a Russophone Ukrainian poet who was one of the founders of Rus-
sian Futurism, calls poetry a “worn-out floozy” (“istrepannaia devka”; D. Bur-
liuk / N. Burliuk 2002: 170). For Anna Akhmatova, famously, poetry grows
from trash; for Vladimir Mayakovsky, it’s “radium mining” (“dobycha radiia”;
Maiakovskii 1955-1961: VII, 121) — something that could be taken as an honor-
able and even sacred work if not for the poet’s obvious irony. Meanwhile, in his
article “Kak delat’ stikhi?” (“How to make poetry?”), one of the most significant
Russian examples of ars poetica in the twentieth century, Mayakovsky bluntly
states: “Poéziia — proizvodstvo” (“Poetry is production”; ibid.: XIII, 116). For
Satunovsky, with his Constructivist background, the idea of poetry as industry
is also important — but, as this article will demonstrate, it is prone to subver-
sion: for example, he can compare poetry to a prosthetics factory (see below).
It is worth recalling that the flip side of the industrial life, emphasizing its
emaciated anti-lyricism, is the subject of Satunovsky’s fellow Lianozovo poet
Igor’ Kholin'’s most famous cycle “Zhiteli baraka” (“Barrack Dwellers”). These

1 «Ter mpuropog, a He npure» («I[1oa3ns», 1922; Pasternak 1977: 230).
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examples suggest that while modernism reconsiders poetry’s traditional status
as a sublime, sacred occupation, the very scope of poetry’s definitions expands
along with its creative possibilities. While this shift might seem to desacralize
poetry, it could also be viewed as elevating the mundane - a trend that can be
traced back to Pushkin’s poetry.

In his work on “definitions of poetry” in the 1990s-2010s, Aleksandr Zhit-
enev analyzes the work of such poets as D. A. Prigov, Mikhail Aizenberg, Maria
Stepanova, and Evgenia Suslova, and demonstrates that today’s “definition of
poetry” is associated precisely with the idea of crossing borders, transgression,
moving away from normativity - understood in terms of formal limitations or
in terms of the stereotypical lyrical attitude (Zhitenev 2022). It can be said that
Yan Satunovsky was one of the poets who established this trend for the next
generation. His 1976 monostich «[TaBHOe 1MeTh HaXa/IbCTBO 3HATH, YTO ITO
cruxn» (“The most important thing is to have the audacity to know that this
is poetry”; [399])? is an example of a radical break with normative poetics -
something quite characteristic for the practice of the Lianozovo poets. The
group persistently problematized its underground status and its juxtaposition
to “official” poetry and poetics. Satunovsky was perhaps the most active in
this regard. «Iloasmus1, eé 3HaueHMe, €€ MPUPOMA, CYTh — BOT JH0OMMeITIIasn
TeMa [IA pa3MblIIeH I 1 nccnefoBanuit y Jua CaryHoBcKoro», writes Olga
Lebedinskaia in her essay about the poet (Lebedinskaia 2013: 13).°

Among Satunovsky’s collected poems (Satunovsky 2012), we encounter
several distinct cases of “definitions of poetry”. This article examines several
of the most significant examples, beginning with the aforementioned famous
single-line poem:

['maBHOE MMeTh HaXambCTBO 3HATD, YTO OTO CTUXI.

The most important thing is to have the audacity to know that this is poetry.*

2 Inthe recent translation by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko, the poem goes, “The main thing
is to have the chutzpah to know this is poetry”. For a detailed analysis of this monostich, see
Kukuj’s article in this volume.

3 “Poetry - its meaning, nature, and essence — is Satunovsky’s favorite subject of reflection and
inquiry”

4  Unless otherwise indicated, all translations are mine. - L. O.
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It was written in 1976, six years before Satunovsky’s death. By that time, he had
already written most of his oeuvre; thus, one is tempted to read this monostich
as a kind of self-definition, a poet’s creed. Quoting this poem in his book on the
Russian monostich, Dmitrii Kuz'min describes the strong tension “between
its obvious self-referential character — and equally obvious non-poetic nature,
freedom from any metrical or sound organization, absence of any tropes, etc.:
all this takes on the character of a negative device”.> However, in a subsequent
short publication, Kuz'min would argue that a kind of implicit, loose trochaic
rhythm can still be discerned in Satunovsky’s monostich (Kuz'min 2016b).

Satunovsky’s aphoristic text is constructed so that the word stikhi (“poem”
or “poetry”), standing seemingly in a highlighted position (it is at the end of
the poem and looks like the purpose of its creation), is overshadowed by at
least three words, each of which has its own self-referential property. Glavnoe
(“the most important thing”) serves as the subject of the statement. Nakhal'-
stvo (“audacity”, or “chutzpah”) is a word which throughout the history of
Russian poetry changed its connotations several times: from the purely neg-
ative ones in the Neoclassical era to more positive ones in the Romantic era,
then to the ironic one in the mid-nineteenth century, and again pejorative
in the twentieth century; it is worth noting that the rhyme to nakhal’stvo in
the overwhelming majority of cases is nachal'stvo, “authorities”, and one can
assume that with his nakhal'stvo, Satunovsky refutes the authoritative settings
of poetic normativity. Finally, there is the word znat' (“to know”) - according
to Kuz'min, this verb presupposes the truthfulness of the assertion in advance,
reinforcing the poet’s confidence: “these are poems”®

But what is “this” (ét0)? Of course, it's not just about the monostich - a
minimalistic form, the belonging of which to poetry has been debated more
than once. Perhaps “this” is not only the poetry of Satunovsky or those close to
him. Perhaps “this” can be anything — and in that case, this poetic creed can be
read as the advice of an author who has successfully overcome the boundaries
of poetic possibilities: poetry is what you know to be poetry. The entire poem,
then, can be read as a justification for such a technique as ready-made (and

5  «[...] ocobeHHO CcHIbHOE HANpsDKEHMEe BO3HMKAET MEXy €ro OYeBUAHBIM aBTopede-
PEHTHBIM XapaKTePOM — U CTOJIb XK€ OUEBUIHOI ,, HETIOITIHOCTHIO , CBOOOION OT KaKOii-
1160 MeTPUYECKOIT 1 3BYKOBOIT OPTaHM3ALMN, OTCYTCTBIEM KaKMX-/I1OO0 TPOIIOB U T. [i.: BCe
3TO mpuobpeTaer Xapakrep MuHyc-nprema» (Kuz'min 2016a: 229).

6  Kuz'min references the linguist Elena Paducheva (Kuz'min 2016a: 229).
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“ready-made” phrases are often incorporated into Lianozovites’ poetry). This

orientation recalls the metapoetic ideas of LEF and the Constructivists; at the

same time, it leads us toward the theory of Conceptualist art. In much Concep-
tualist art, the act of declaring something art enacts its actually becoming art;

or the idea behind the art (including the idea of art-making itself) is the driv-
ing force behind the art’s viability, provoking thought processes that are, effec-
tively, art: “In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect

of the work. [...] The idea becomes a machine that makes the art” (LeWitt

1999: 13). A possible parallel to Satunovsky’s poem is another aphorism, by
Marshall McLuhan: “Art is anything you can get away with” (McLuhan/Fiore

2001: 132-136). “In my opinion, this is simply a definition of conceptualism,
after which no special theories (and conceptualists are very fond of them) are

needed”, Vladislav Kulakov comments on Satunovsky’s monostich.” And in a

1966 poem, Satunovsky himself seems to anticipate McLuhan: «IToasns — ato

T0, 4TO 51 cebe mosBonstio» (“Poetry is what I allow myself”; [198]).% He imme-
diately adds, suggesting that restrictions in poetry are no less important — or
at least they are something to bear with: «4ro 51 mossosnsio cebe, / u yero / He

no3-o-sito» (“What I allow myself / and what / I dis-al-low”; ibid.). Although

in one of his poems Satunovsky states that “Everything is being told into verse”
(«Bcé BpIroBapuBaeTcst B CTHx»; [56]), there are limits to this “everything”:
Satunovsky is not an “encyclopedic” poet. In one of his most important meta-
poetic texts that can be read as a credo and an answer to the criticism from

his acquaintances, he writes:

MHe roBopAT:

KaKasi 6efHOCTb croBapsi!
Ila, 6emHOCTD, 6€JHOCTD;
HY30CTb, THUJIOCTb 6apaKoB;

CepOoCTb, CBIPOCTb CMEpPTHAS;

7 «Ilo-MoeMy, 9TO IIPOCTO ONpefieIeH e KOHLENTYAMN3Ma, IT0C/Ie KOTOPOrO HUKAKUX 0COOBIX
Teopuil (a Ha HUX KOHL[ENTYa/IMCTBI OYeHb Topasybl) yxe 1 He Tpebyercsi» (Kulakov 2009).

8  Satunovsky’s statement can be read in various ways, with different sociological and metapo-
etic implications: “Poetry is whatever I allow myself”; “Poetry is the only thing I can allow
myself”; “Poetry is what I (as opposed to everyone else) allow myself”. I would like to thank
Luba Golburt for this observation.
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M BEYHBIIl CTPaXx: a HY, KaK...
na, 6eJHOCTD, TaK.

[72]

They tell me:

what poverty of lexicon!

Yes, poverty, poverty;

misery, rot of the barracks;

grayness,

deathly damp;

and constant fear: well, so..

yeah, poverty, that’s right.

(Transl. by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko)®

This poem deserves a close reading. The first thing that grabs our attention is
the construction in the beginning: “They tell me” or “I am told”. Who, exactly,
reprimands Satunovsky for the “poverty” of his vocabulary? As mentioned
above, Satunovsky’s poems were not published (tamizdat publications would
happen only near the end of his life), and the only aesthetic evaluation he
could get was from the few people whom he showed his poetry (e.g., in 1945
he met Ilya Ehrenburg, who approved of the poems; Burkov 2009: 4). The
poem under consideration was presumably written in the 1950s', before
Satunovsky’s first contacts with the Lianozovo group (which didn't exist yet)
and long after his pre-war acquaintance with the Constructivist and IFLI"
circles (some of these poets were killed in combat). Of course, he could have
shown his poetry to friends - but Katia Kompaneets, the daughter of one of
Satunovsky’s friends, states in her memoirs that his poetry was unknown to

9  The translations by Morse and Redko, henceforth quoted in this article, will be published in
the forthcoming collection of Satunovsky’s poems Prosthetics Factory.

10 It is published among the 1950s poems in Satunovsky 2012; the editor of the volume, Ivan
Akhmet'ev, presumes that it was written no later than mid-50s. I would like to thank
Akhmet'ev for this clarification.

11 IFLI (Moscow Institute for Philosophy, Literature, and History) was a short-lived but influen-
tial humanities college that separated from the Moscow State University in 1931 and merged
back into it ten years later. IFLI was the alma mater for dozens of Soviet poets; some of them
fought and were killed in the World War II.
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the circle of his youth (Kompaneets 2009: 2). It is, therefore, more likely that
he implies an imaginary figure of a collective critic. There is a kind of “subal-
tern” attitude to his poetry of the 1950-1960s: he feels the need to justify his
method (the unapologetic idea about the “audacity to know that this is poetry”
would crystalize later). As we will see, this attitude can be traced back to his
earliest literary connections. Meanwhile, the “constant fear” that Satunovsky
references is biographical: the poet’s brother, Piotr, recalled that in the late
1970s Satunovsky specifically asked the Lianozovo painter Oskar Rabin, who
had by then emigrated to France, to halt the publication of his book: «[...] on
Gosics; 60sICA MPOBOKALNIL, TTOrPOMa, GOS/ICA 3a CBOMX B3POCIIBIX fj04e-
peit [...]» (Burkov 2009: 9-10).1?
fear and protest as Satunovsky’s poetic position (Kulakov 1999: 30). The word
“fear” (strakh) can be found in yet another Satunovsky “definition of poetry”:
«[...] ctux - / aTo cmex co crpaxy [...]» ([234]; “[...] a poem / is laughter
induced by fear [...]”).

Satunovsky’s justification of his method of “poverty” should be placed

Vladislav Kulakov cites the juxtaposition of

in a broader context (see Vitte 2021). As Grigory Starikovsky argues, “the
dominant state of Satunovsky’s poetry is contemplation of the ‘surrounding
environment’, however terrible it may be”.!*> We might compare this with a
poem by Satunovsky’s fellow Lianozovo poet Evgenii Kropivnitskii: «[Ta, me-
Bel s HuIeThl / VI TOMOfHBIX U XOMOAHBIX: / YMupaomux crapyx, / O6es-
nonenHbIx, y6orux [...]» (Kropivnitskii 2004: 504)."

Satunovsky in the 1960s: Dialogue with the First Avant-Garde

In the 1960s, during Satunovsky’s creative peak associated with his close
contacts with the Lianozovo group, he produced the greatest number of
“definitions of poetry”; he even wrote a specific poetic cycle titled “Piat’ sti-
khotvorenii o poezii” (“Five Poems About Poetry”; [485-489]), where he, with
a grain of ironic nostalgia, recalls the times when the “elders”, the Futurists and

12 “[...] he was afraid; afraid of provocations, of a pogrom, he was afraid for his grown-up

daughters [...]“
13 «OcHOBHOe cocTosiHMe 10931M CaTYHOBCKOTO — CO3€pLaHIie «OKPY)KAIOLieil Cpefbl»,

KaKoJi OBl cTpalIHoit oHa Hit 6b11a» (Starikovskii 2013).
14 “Yes, I am a poet of poverty / And the hungry, and the freezing: / Of dying old women, /
Hapless, wretched [...]".
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Constructivists, now virtually extinct, “tried to tailor poetry to the growth /
of labor productivity”. Satunovsky counters this rationalism with a more con-
temporary poetic credo:

Lleny 1093M11 HEVCIIOBELMBL.
Dopma — cBobOOfIHA.
CopepskaHie: HIYTO He 3aIIPELIeHO.
IIpoTHBOIIOKA3aHO OHO —

XKa)KJ1a [IOPAXKaTh,

KaK 1ieJ1b 033U [...]
[487]

The purposes of poetry are unfathomable.
Its form, free.
Its content: nothing is forbidden.
Only one thing is contraindicated -
the urge to astonish
as poetry’s aim. [...]

This “urge to astonish” also extends to poétichnost’ (“a poetic quality”) - per-
ceived as a stylistic quality and external effect. Such a “poetic quality” inher-
its its theme from conventionally understood lyricism - a subject of special
antipathy for Satunovsky: «Opus most, foBonbHO cuMmnaTnyHbIf, / Ckasan: /
— CTuxu OMKHbBI 6BITH AHTUTIOITUYHBI»; [542].1° Satunovsky is likely refer-
ring to the officially published authors of the 1960s who, in his eyes, aligned
with the official and benign discourse of “pure lyrics’, “flyweights” (e.g. «Bor
MesnKas KossaBka — Kyminep. / Cpefiu 4yxoHIeBbix oH [lymkun»; [255]'). In
another mocking dedication to Aleksandr Kushner (1974), Satunovsky would
blame him for disguising the official heaviness with lightness (in contrast to
the unofficial heaviness disguised as lightness - the “real” heaviness that is
genuine, hard-earned, elevated into a method).

Still, Satunovsky’s own “definitions of poetry” during this period range
from the conditionally romantic, reminiscent of his Constructivist youth,

15 “One poet, quite likable, / Said: / Poetry must be anti-poetic”.
16 “Here is a petty bug, Kushner, / a Pushkin among the chukhontsevs”.
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to the more stoic, laconic, and paradoxical. An example of the former can
be found in the 1961 poem “Svoim potainym fonarikom...” (“With your
secret flashlight”; [115]), describing the process of writing: «A camu cTrxu He
nuuryTes. / VIx mumnyT, kak semnro mamyTt».” The poet here speaks of the
effort of writing — which is curiously linked to the clandestine, almost thief-
like nature of this activity:

CBouMm noTaitHeIM GOHAPUKOM

MHOM pa3 — BCIO HOYb — [0 PacCBeTa,
3Halif, IAPUIIIb,

CBeTH,

10 C/IOBAPUKAM,

10 3aKpOMaM,

10 cycekaM |...]

With your secret flashlight,
sometimes — all night — until dawn,
you go rummaging,

lighting up

lexicons,

grain stores,

the bottom of the barrel [...]

(Transl. by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko)

This might be read as a parallel to Osip Mandelstam’s idea of poetry being like
“stolen air” (“vorovannyi vozdukh”; Mandel’shtam 1994: 171) — a quote possi-
bly known to Satunovsky; at the same time, it is yet another indication of the
“poverty of vocabulary”: Satunovsky references the fairy tale Kolobok, where
an elderly peasant couple bake the round bun (kolobok) out of the last edible
scraps they could find in their “nooks and crannies”

A more modernist “definition of poetry”, possibly hinting at Mayakovsky,
can be found in the poem “Khochetsia napisat’ stikhotvorenie...” (“Id like to
write a poem...”; [147]).

17 “Poems don't write themselves. / They get written, as the earth gets tilled”
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XoueTcs HalMCaTh CTUXOTBOPEHUE
He TI0 3aMbIC/IaM CTapOTO BpeMeHI,
a

MOIMKACCIUCTEI,

IIOCOBpPEMEHHEE,

XO4eTCst
B MO mIm Xopeit
BCTaBUTh

BedepHee OTHEOKOHNeE,
XO049eTcs

NabaHyTh
cumbpamponnio

B COIPOBO>KAIEHNUM OHApeIi,

HO,

yBa)kaemas Iy6nmKa,

1093151 — KaBep3Has MY3bIKa;
HOCHTCA B BO3JyXe,

a B PYKM He JaéTcA.

I'd like to write a poem

not following the old-time ideas,
but

more Picasso-esque,

more contemporary,

Id like

to insert

an evening’s window-fire
into iambs or trochees,

Id like

to jam

a sym-pham-phony
accompanied by streetlights,
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but,

dear audience,

poetry is treacherous music;
it hovers in the air,

but you can’t quite grasp it.

Satunovsky likely recalls Mayakovsky’s “Iubileinoe” (“The Anniversary’, 1924),
a satirical commemoration of Pushkin: «Ho moasus - mpecBomounerinras
IITYKOBMHA: / CyliecTByeT — 1 Hit B 3y6 Horoi» (Maiakovskii 1955-1961: VI,
49)."® Unlike Mayakovsky, who ironically diminishes the status of his craft,
Satunovsky, after summarizing the history of Russian poetry from The Tale
of Igor’s Campaign to Futurism in just a few lines, acknowledges the elusive
nature of poetry. The speaker in his poems sometimes scolds himself for writ-
ing poems that are created “without the slightest effort” (“bez maleishei zatraty
sil”; [278]) and sarcastically congratulates poetry scholars who assume that
Tyutchev could have “miscalculated” (obschitat'sia) when creating a poem
(Ibid.: 296). This elusiveness, paradoxically, gives rise to the special tension of
poetic labor, inaccessible to the reader:

YnuraTenp — 4ero OH X04eT?

Ow xouer,

HACKOJIBKO A BbIACHNII,

110 — 3 — 3UI,

TO €CTh HEeSICHBIX MBIC/IEN
VI 3BYKOB KJIOKOYYIINX,

B yXe IeKOYYIIX
[228]

18 “But poetry is such a scoundrelish thing: it exists — and you can’t make heads nor tails of it”.
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The reader — what does he want?

He wants,
as far as I could understand,

po - e - try,

i.e., some vague thoughts

and some sounds, gurgling,
ear-tickling

The pursuit of “vague thoughts” may turn out to be so exhausting that in a
poem written on the same day (August 17, 1967), Satunovsky, while elaborating
on the “leftist” (Futurist/Proletkult/Constructivist) idea of poetry as industry,
immediately travesties it:

[...] Ho moasusa — aro Benb
He KOHCEPBHBIIT 3aBOJ?
Hert, nossus — aro
npoTesHsiii 3aBox! [...]
[228]

[...] Butlook, poetry

is hardly a canning factory?

No, poetry is

a prosthetics factory! [...]

(Transl. by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko)

There may be several explanations as to why poetry is described by Satunovsky
as a “prosthetics factory”. One idea that seems apt is that, instead of produc-
ing “semi-finished”, “convenience’, “mass-market” goods, poetry rather makes
something that is gruesome, yet, in the end, can save a life; or, rather, some-
thing that can help a person return to a relatively fulfilling life while indicating
permanent trauma. For the generation of World War II veterans in which

Satunovsky belonged prosthetics were a constant part of reality.
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Opverall, it looks like in the 1960s, Satunovsky was composing his “defini-
tions of poetry” along a certain narrative line. After the “prosthetics factory”,
there appears a “med-tent” from the poets war recollections, reintroducing
the motifs of disability and injury experiences that are, in a way, more authen-
tic than the elusive and inadequate poetry (here we once again encounter the
poet’s “stoic” side):

ITossus rubnoe ferno,

IepbMo, I — KaKoe MHe JielI0?

B canbate, Ha mperoit coome
MBI [yMa/Ii yMY O JIOME.
[246]

A dead-end deal, that’s poetry,
a pile of shit, and — what's it to me?

In the med-tent, on musty straw,
we thought our thoughts of home.
(Transl. by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko)

In this grim context, Satunovsky’s notion of “chopped prose” (“rublenaia
proza’) voiced in a 1968 poem can be seen in a new light (the poet uses this
term for free verse — once again with reference to Mayakovsky; [663]). Finally,
the coda of this macabre line of reasoning can be found in a 1969 poem titled
“Poéziia” (“Poetry”) that seems to be written from the perspective of poetry
itself:

51 BaM roBopIo: 4yjec He ObIBaeT.
Mens

BETPAHKON Ha3bIBAIOT.

A 1 He BeTpsIHKa,

a Yepnas Ocma.

Korpa BbI moiimete, OyzieT Mo3aHo.
[280]
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I say to you: there’s no such thing as miracles.
They

call me chickenpox.

I'm not chickenpox.

I'm Smallpox.

When you figure it out, it'll be too late.
(Transl. by Ainsley Morse and Philip Redko)

Comparing poetry to illness, Satunovsky suggests that it is not a light, trivial
illness, something “caught from the wind” (a notion felt in the Russian name
of chickenpox, literally “wind-pox”), but the dreadful smallpox, which leaves
its marks forever. As seen earlier, in the poverty-of-vocabulary poem, Satu-
novsky in his definitions of poetry often constructs someone else’s viewpoint
with which to argue. We can't say for certain who exactly called poetry “chick-
enpox’, but Satunovsky seems to have needed this claim in order to amplify
the idea of poetry’s subversive power. Perhaps here he engages in a dialogue
with the classical “definitions of poetry” coined by Boris Pasternak — begin-
ning with his long poem Vysokaia bolezn' (A Lofty Iliness) dedicated to the
work of poetry and describing it in detail, and continuing in: «O, 3Han 651
51, 9TO TaK 6bBaet, / [...] / Uro cTpouku ¢ KpoBbio — ybuBatot, / HaxmbiayT
roprnom u y6biot!» (Pasternak 1977: 303)" The fatal and accidental nature of
poetry was important for Satunovsky. In one of his later poems, he quotes
Mykola Vinhranovskyi, a Ukrainian poet whom he translated: «[Tossusa — ato
HeOXMaHHO OTKpbITas [pasaa» [412].%°

Contemporaries and acquaintances: Slutsky and Obolduev

A comparison with Satunovsky’s contemporaries sheds further light on his
understanding of poetry. The first poet to be drawn to such comparison is
Boris Slutsky, a fellow war veteran, an author who, like Satunovsky, was deeply
influenced by Constructivism, and one of the few officially recognized Soviet
poets whom Satunovsky admired. Although “we know nothing about the per-

19 “If I only knew that so it happens, / [...] / That the lines with blood can kill, / They will flow
down your throat and kill you!”
20 “Poetry is the accidentally discovered Truth”.
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sonal relationship between Slutsky and Satunovsky”,?! the connection between

their poetics has been noted many times.** Satunovsky mentioned Slutsky
repeatedly in his poems, always in a highly praiseful manner, addressing him
as a comrade-in-arms:

Bopuc A6pamosny Cryukuit,
TOBapUI SKCIIONUTPYK,
CILy4MJICs TAKOi CIy4aii,

4T0 MHe 6e3 Bac, kak 6es pyk

(cmyumnca — Takoit — ciyyvait!)

Yro mHe He Der,

He TroTues,

He Bynuu-Corory6

n He Cy4eBCcKuii,

a

Crryxnmi,

Bam

CTHUX,

paszipakalouuii CIyx,

HOHaJIO6I/ITICH BPYT.

CosHaTenbHOE CTUXOTBOPEHNE,
CHapsDKEHHOE KaK Ha BOJIHY,
HOHAZOOMUTCs B Hallle BpeMs
He MHe Of[HOMY.

[118]

Boris Abramovich Slutsky,
comrade ex-politruk [political officer],

21 «[...] o mmunbIx oTHOmeHMAX CrynKoro u CaryHOBCKOro Huuero He u3pectHo» (Korchagin
2021: 564).

22 A comprehensive study on this connection that has some biographical context has been pub-
lished by Kirill Korchagin (Korchagin 2021). Important ideas about the parallels between
Slutsky and Satunovsky, particularly in their treatment of their Jewish identities, can be
found in Marat Grinberg’s book on Slutsky (Grinberg 2011: 355-377).
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such a case has taken place -
without you, I'm helplessZ3,

(a case — has taken place!).

Not Fet,

not Tyutchev,

not Bunin or Sologub,
not Sluchevsky —

it was

Slutsky,

your poetry,

grating to the ear,

that suddenly became what I needed.

A conscious poem,
equipped as if for war,
in our time will be needed

not by me alone.

Characterizing this connection in the afterword to the collection of Satu-
novsky’s poems Rublenaia proza, Gennadii Aigi writes:

CIyLKuit Orosser CI0BO, JMIIAET ero MOoITU3MOB. CaTyHOBCKMIT JKe, HA
MOJI B3IJIsAJ, TOPasfo0 MHOTOTpaHHee. Y HEro ecTb Ta JKe IpsAMOTa U Oro-
JIEHHOCTb, 4TO U Y CIyLKOro, HO TaKXKe OH UZET M C JPYrOil, «X/IeGHUKOB-
CKO-KPY4Y€HOBCKOI» CTOPOHbI, OH HAC/IaXK/JAeTCsl IIPUPOJHOI AAHHOCTHIO
PYCCKOTO C/I0Ba, HACTa)KAAETCs TeM, YTO 9TO CIOBO CaMo II0 cebe IpeKpac-
HO, 4TO 9TO Borom maHHas 4e0BeKy urpa.

(Aigi 1994: 308)

Slutsky strips the word bare, deprives it of its poeticism. Satunovsky, in my

opinion, is much more multifaceted. He has the same directness and nakedness

as Slutsky. But he also is coming from another lineage, a “Khlebnikov-Kruchy-

23 Literally, “as if without hands” - note the continuation of the “prostetics” motif.
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e

onykh” one. He finds delight in the natural gifts of the Russian word, enjoying
the fact that this word itself is beautiful, that it is a game granted to humanity
by God.

Aigi’s description confirms the idea of Satunovsky’s allegiance to the avant-
garde principles that underlie Constructivist poetry — and allows us to
distinguish between Slutsky’s and Satunovsky’s poetics. Both poets use mil-
itary metaphors to speak about poetry. Satunovsky’s word “snariazhennoe”
(“equipped for war”) refers to arms, to the sharpening of rhetoric, to the use
of makeshift items as weapons. Similar metaphors are constant in Slutsky’s
“definitions of poetry”: «Tonbpko AMObI BbIep>kaT 60MObI» (Slutsky 1991: II,

)% «<Ctux> foBey 10 KOHAMIMIL, / 9TO6 CTal TUXUM U CTaTbHBIM, /

101
4T06 TO, YTO MHe TORMUTCS, / TOAUIOCH BceM ocTambHbIM» (Slutsky 1990:
288);% «Iloxoxee B mpo3se Ha aHeKHOT, / IIpoiifsa ckBo3b xopeit u AM6, /
HamomuHaeT B3opBaHHbI1 JOT / B conBeTby BOpoHOK U AM» (Slutsky 1991:
I, 349)%. This quality made Anna Akhmatova call Slutsky’s poems “made of
tin” (“zhestianye”; Ronen 2013: 339) — possibly referring to their discordant,
“metallic” sound. Yet the trochees and iambs that Slutsky refers to are standard

in poetry. Satunovsky would go much further, as in his 1965 poem:

ITo mynemerty!

I'panatoii!

BspbIBaTenb OCKOMOYHBI!
3apsAj HOpMasIbHbII!

Bor oH,

MIePBOMCTOYHUK MOMX CTUXOB.
[517]

At the machine gun!
With a grenade!

24 “Only the iambs can withstand the bombs”

25 “Tllrefine it [the verse] to the perfect condition, / make it sharp and steely, / so that what suits
me / will suit everybody else”

26 “What in prose would resemble a joke, / will, after passing through trochee and iamb, / look
like a bunker blown apart / amidst the flowering of craters and pits”.
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Fragmentation fuse!

Standard ammo!

This is

the primary source of my poetry.

Satunovsky here is not just speaking about his military experience: he is show-
ing how ready-made syntagms turn into poetic lines. In another 1960s poem,
he writes: «[Toasus, / onposausaiics!» (“Poetry, / prose yourself!”; [159]).

There is an intriguing twist in the story of Slutsky’s “tin allegiance”. Around

the time when Satunovsky wrote his poetic address to Slutsky, Slutsky himself

offered the following “definition of poetry”:

IToasnst — He MepTBbIiT CTONO.
IToasusa — xuBoe gpeso,

A KpoMe TOr0 — YNCTBIiI CTOT,
A KpoMe TOro — OKHa CJieBa.
Yr06 cneBa nmapgan 6eblil CBET
W cepblit, TeMHBII, Be4€POBDIIL, —
3aKaTbl, OJI/IeHb U PACCBET,
Korpa, cMATeH 1 o4apoBaH,

S npeso uypgHOeE pamty,

W kponoit HeOy yrpoxkalo,

W ckypHyI0 CBOMO Ipaiy
Jlanexkum KaMHeM 3apsiKalo.

(Slutsky 1991: I, 480)

Poetry is not a lifeless post.

Poetry is a living tree,

Besides, it’s a clean table,

Besides, it’s windows at the left.

So white light would fall from the left,
Or gray light, dark light, evening light;
Sunsets, noon, and sunrise,

When, embarrassed and enchanted,

I grow a wondrous tree,

And I threat the sky with its crown,
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And I load my meager sling
With a distant stone.

This poem looks very uncharacteristic for Slutsky, who previously would
proudly claim that amidst the versatility of Russian poetry he was “simple as
barley porridge” and “the one without chimes” («pocToit, kak s4Has Karua, /
[...] ommH, 4T06 3BOHY 6e3»; ibid.: 503). Admiration for sunsets and sunrises,
combined with exquisite enjambments, just doesn't fit the “tin” paradigm. For
Satunovsky, admiring sunsets by way of defining poetry was almost impos-
sible. In one of his early poems, he is openly skeptical about the luxury of a
poet’s own table, a poet’s own window, a poet’s own view of the sunset:

Tak uyro ke — crarb copeTrckuM PeTom
1 HAaC/IaXX/JaThCsA CBETOM, I[BeTOM Heba?
Ho, Bo-niepBbIX, 4en0BeK

ceifyac Ha 3TO ¥ HE CMOTPUT,

a CMOTPUT B 3€MIJIIO.

Bo-BTOpBIX,

®Der, KaK-HUKAK, OB KPEIIOCTHIK,

a s, ¢ — 4eM g obecrieuen? Yem?

So what - should I become a Soviet Fet

and take pleasure in sky’s light and hue?

But, firstly, a man

doesn’t look at all that now,

rather he looks at the ground.

And, secondly,

Fet, after all, was a serf-owner,

but what about me? What am I provided with? What?

I've already mentioned Satunovsky’s disdain toward his officially published
contemporaries who exploited the tradition of “quiet lyrics” and “art for art’s
sake”. For Satunovsky, just as for other Lianozovites (especially Vsevolod
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Nekrasov), such polemics mixed ethical and metapoetic aspects. This does not
mean that the association of nature with poetic sensation was taboo for Satun-
ovsky or Nekrasov. In a number of poems - notably, in “Poliubil ia poslednee
vremia...” (“Lately, I've grown to like..., 1958; [90]) — Satunovsky explores this
association. Characteristically, in such poems, he expresses his fondness for
the motifs of grayness and dullness, where nature merges with the mundane
communal atmosphere - consistent with the idea of “poverty of vocabulary”
The “concrete” metapoetic ideas of both Slutsky and Satunovsky can be
traced back to the poets of the Union of Approximately Equal (Soiuz pri-
blizitel'no ravnykh: Ivan Aksenov, Georgy Oboldueyv, Ivan Pul'kin). Following
the declarations of the Literary Center of the Constructivists, they called for
a “local method” or the method of the “localized device” («[...] npumenenme
K 06pa3soBaHMIO TPOIIOB — 3JIEMEHTOB PeYeBOro Marepuaa, 00pasyolero
C/I0BECHYIO Cpelly CybbekTa nsnoxkenns»; Korchagin 2021: 556).%” Satunovsky
was personally acquainted with Obolduev, perhaps the best-known member
of the Union, and very possibly was influenced by his ideas. In Obolduev’s
poems, we encounter “definitions of poetry” more than once. In his 1946 poem
“Poéziia” (“Poetry”), Obolduev actually refuses to give a direct definition:

He 3Haro 51, 4TO Takoe CTUXM,
Komy aro Hafio, KoMy HY>XHO,
Komy nonapobsrcss — tuxu,
Kaxk B30psI, KaK B3I/IAIBI, —
Tuxu, Kak 04M HOUM I0XKHOTA.
(Obolduev 2005: 65)

I don’t know what poetry is,
Who needs it, who requires it,
Who will make use of it, quiet,
As glances, as gazes,

Quiet as the eyes of a southern night.

As suggested by Galina Zykova (2020: 142-144), a direct response to this pas-
sage can be found in Satunovsky’s poem dedicated to Obolduev:

27 “[...] the application of the elements of speech material that form the verbal environment of
the subject to the construction of tropes”
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S Toxe mymari,
YTO 3TO CTUXM,
YTO 9TO

Xa-xa

a Xu-Xu,

a9To

He X1,

I He Xa,

I HE XO,

7 MHE He IO CMeXa,
7 He IO CTUXOB,

u Bech Bai Pet — IIyCTAKN

[52]

I also thought

that this was poetry,
that this was

ha ha

and hee hee,

but this

is not

hee,

not ha,

not ho,

and I'm not up to laughs
and not up to poems,

and all your Fet is nonsense.

In Obolduev’s long cycle “Mysli do vetru” (“Thoughts on Wind”); the title
is a pun on the Russian expression, meaning “to relieve oneself”, “to take a
leak”), written in the 1930s, some parts — especially the ones that employ quo-
tations - already look almost like Satunovsky’s poetry. In one of the fragments,
"

he suggests the equation: “poetry = juxtaposition” (“poéziia = sopostavlen’e”;
Obolduev 2005: 254). In the preceding fragment, he states:
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ITos3nsa — omugymieHbe BO3SMOXKHOCTY STOTO U TOTO,
YTO NTULBI XIONbAMM IPOCBIIAHDL B Caf,

Yro Kapra efe-erne, eBa-eBa, YyTh-4yTh,

Bcero B KakMX-HUOY/Ib HECKOTBKO MU/IIMOHOB Pa3
YBenuumBaer 1 yMeHbIIAET 1e/iCTBUTETbHOCTD.

(Ibid.)

Poetry is the sense of the possibility of this and that,
of birds spilled like flakes into the garden,

of a map that, barely, ever so lightly, ever so slightly,
magnifies and shrinks reality

by just a few million times.

Obolduev’s poem becomes a critical treatise of sorts, while partially remaining
acommentary on everyday language, including the language of love. This is the
point where the difference between Obolduev’s and Satunovsky’s approaches
to “definitions of poetry” becomes visible. The motif of love is quite import-
ant for Obolduev’s metapoetic texts; for example, the poetic and the amorous
merge in his monumental poem Ia videl (I Saw): «IToa3us, xax akt / JI068u
u nenu, / Jlaét nposHath, kak Tak / Knonutb konenu [...]» (Ibid.: 451).%® On
the contrary, in Satunovsky’s work, while love and poetry are also the key
subjects, they never merge, never form a synthesis. While Satunovsky’s love
poems oscillate between self-irony and suffering, talking about poetry, in his
opinion, requires different emotional qualities: seriousness, even harshness.
Satunovsky felt very strongly that poetry could not be discussed in frivolous
or romantic terms. Living in difficult conditions, being afraid of repressions,
seeing the success of those authors whose impact he considered superficial,
he held to this conviction which in his case was hard-won - and continued to
write uncompromising poetry.

The comparison of “definitions of poetry” by Satunovsky and Obolduev
thus points toward an important conclusion. Both poets engage in indirect

28 “Poetry, as an act / Of love and laze, / Lets you understand / What it feels like to bend the
knee [...]"
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dialogues with the same poets (the Constructivists and Pasternak?®®). Both
speak apophatically about the elusiveness and indefinability of poetry, yet at
the same time they constantly attempt to grasp and define it. I would argue
that Satunovsky went farther than either Obolduev or Slutsky by keeping a
unique approach toward poetics: at once morally rigoristic — at least in rela-
tion to his “flyweight” peers - and formally innovative. By engaging in dia-
logue and polemics with his predecessors and contemporaries, Satunovsky
created a space for himself as a theorist and practitioner of poetry, and there
was considerable pride in the position that he occupied - a pride even more
poignant if we recall the fate of Satunovsky’s texts during his lifetime, as well
as the fear of the state and the constant perception of social animosity in the
Soviet Union. These themes blend in Satunovsky’s poetry, imparting his meta-
poetical texts with the qualities of ethical and political statements.
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