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NIKOLAI CHUKOVSKII AND KONSTANTIN VAGINOV

Nikolai Korneevich Chukovskii (1904-1965) is best known today in the Soviet Union as
the author of a series of popular biographies of famous explorers and sailors of the 18th and
16th centuries, and of historical novels and patriotic stories about the Civil War and World
War I, 1 [lis successful career within the official parameters of Soviet literature, as well as
the conventional quality of much of his writing, provide a striking contrast to the life and
works of his vounger sister, the "nonconformist” novelist and memoirist, Lidiia Chukov-
skaia.? And yet, as a young writer in Petrograd in the 1920s, Chukovskii lived at the very
center of the Jiterary and artistic avant garde and numbered among his friends most of the
major literary figures of the city. Many years later, Chukovskii devoted a significant amount
of time and energy to fascinating literary memoirs of some of the major literary figures of his
youth,3 Even today, almost 25 years since Chukovskii's death in 1965, several of his mem-
oirs have not yet appeared in print, Among these is an account of the life and works of his
friend and colleague, the poet and nevelist Konstantin Vaginov (1899-1934).4 Published be-
low for the first time, Chukovskii's memoir represents an extremely significant addition to
the valuable but incomplete portraits of Vaginov in memoirs left by, among others, Veniamin
Kaverin, Nikolai Tikhonov,b Nina Berberova,” Eeonid Borisov® and Ida Nappel'baum.?

While his sketch of Vaginov's role in the literary life of Petrograd in the 1920s is largely
familiar from the accounts of other memoirists, Chukovskii provides new details about Va-
ginov's early years, his family history before and after the revolution, as well as about the
years leading up to his death in 1934, Chukovskii's memoiz, in fact, is unique for the com-
pleteness of its biographical narrative, beginning in the 1890s with the Siberian courtship of
Vaginov's gendarme father and millionairess mother, and ending in 1934 with his parents
accompanying their son's body to Leningrad’s Smolensk cemetery.10 In addition, through his
use of well-chosen anecdotes, Chukovskil conveys the personal qualities, including the
eccentricities (e.g., his fear of running out of wine, his dislike of electricity, his love of col-
lecting kitsch oddities), which won Vaginov so many close friends from the literary and ar-
tistic circles of post-revolutionary Petrograd. Chukovskii's descriptions of Vaginov's friend-
liness, modesty, tact and kindness are echoed in the accounts of other memoirists, for exam-
ple, Ida Nappel'baum's moving "Pamiatka o poete.”

On the other hand, Chukovskii's memoir is probably most important for his articulate and
convincing reading of Vaginov's intellectual background and literary legacy. Like many
members of his generation, Vaginov was strongly influenced by the cyclical theories of his-
tory made popular by Oswald Spengler's Decline of the West.!1 The narrator of Vaginov's
first novel, The Satyr Song (Kozlinaia pesn’), mentions Spengler'’s influence among the local
intelligentsia: "8 nekotorykh por, s opozdaniem na dva goda, v gorode, -- ja govoriu o Pe-
terburge, a ne o Leningrade, -- vse zarazheny byli shpenglerianstvormn” (KP,52). But Vaginov
did not merely apply Spengler's version of the cyclical and inevitable rise and fall of civiliza-
tion to the contemporary situation in Russia. Rather, he adapted it to his own idiosyncratic
cultural views, in the process creating a mythological version of the stgnificance of the Octo-
ber revolution in the history of Russian culture.
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Chukovskii locates the key to Vaginov's works in the latter's mythological reatment of the
October revolution and the birth of Soviet culture. Vaginov's attitude towards the revolution
was profoundly ambivalent: he looked upon the revolution as a necessary disaster, a tragic
catastrophe which, however, brought in its wake not only destruction, but liberation as well.
Chukovskii goes on to cogently describe how, in his poems and novels, Vaginov mytholo-
gized the history of Burope from the fall of the Roman Empite, through the Dark Ages, to
the rebirth of classical leamning in the Renaissance, into a vision of the cyclical death and
rebirth of Culture itself. In the political, and therefore cultural, victory of the Bolsheviks over
the Christian and humanistic culture of Romanov Russia, Vaginov recognized the beginnings
of the same mythological process of the death and rebirth of Culture. While both revolutions
of the dispossessed were necessary and, in some sense, just, Vaginov regretted the tragic
cultnral losses inevitably caused by the destruction of the ruling classes. But Vaginov's
understanding of the tragic nature of revolutions was tempeted by the belief that all ends
contain within themselves the seeds of a new beginning. Chukovskii summarizes the central
figures of Vaginov's mythology of the fate of Culture and the arfistin a revolutionary age:
Culture/Phoenix, forever reborn from its own ashes; the poet/monk, alienated and withdrawn
from modern life to the Ivory Tower, where he will presorve Culture until the distant
dawning of a new Renaissance; the poet/Philostratus, the last pagan intellectual in a world
already converted to Christianity; Petersburg, the symbol of the Russian tradition, where the
eventual ressurection of Culture would occur. Chukovskii's confident description of the birth
of this myth in Yaginov's poems and its ironic transformation in the novel The Satyr Song
has greatly influenced the works of all recent investigators of Vaginov's life and works.

_ The status of Chukovskii's text as a "boundary genre”, that is, a text that straddles un-

easily the genres of memoir and critical essay, accounts for both its strengths and its weak-
nesses. Its central flaw results from the author's blurring of the critical distinctions between
Vaginov's life and his literary texts. That all of Vaginov's novels confront the relations
between the art and the life of the poet, between real and imagined or mythological lives,
complicates further an already complex issue.!2 Chukovskii runs into trouble when, in
describing several aspects of Vaginov's biography of which he had no first hand knowledge
(for example, the poet's carly education, his experiences in Revolutionary Petrograd, his
army service during the Civil War), he uncritically uses the evidence of Vaginov's poems and
novels as if they contained nothing but autobiographical material. Without denying the
presence of significant autobiographical information in, to take one example, Vaginov's
porirait of the "unknown poet” of The Satyr Song, the cautious biographer must, in the ab-
sence of corroborating documentary evidence, reserve judgement on Chukovskii's unquali-
fied identification of the "unknown poet" with the author of The Satyr Song.

Chukovskii is on much firmer ground in describing Vaginov during the fourteen years of
their acquaintence. The history of their mutual friendship begins in 1920, in the poetry
serninar run by Nikolai Gumilev (1886-1921) in the Petrograd House of the Aris,!3 and
continues until Vaginov's untimely death in 1934, Both young poets participated in the poetic
group the "Resounding Shell" ("Zvuchashchaia rakovina"),14 composed of students and
protégés of Gumilev. After Gumilev's execution in Angust 1921 for allegedly participating in
the anti-Soviet "Tagantsev" conspiracy, !5 Vaginov and Chukovskii, along with most of Gu-
milev's circle, became regular visitors of the literary salon run by the Nappel'baum sisters.
Elsewhere, Chukovskii has left an interesting portrait of the literary "Mondays" at the Nap-
pel'baums, where many of the leading lights of Petrograd poetry met regularly between 1921
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and 1925 to read and discuss poetry: "Kasxaesil nonegensmix y Harnmem.Gaymos uiranm
CRBOM CTHMXM YEIOBEX TPHAUATL. Ho IMo-HacTOAIIEMY BOIHOBANM CHYLIATENEH TONLKO
mATepo -- Tuxouon, Baruuos, Poxpectnerckutl, Kyamun u Xomaceruu. A ypnexanu
cepaua Tonsko [Tuxonon » Xopacennul."16

Chukovskii's memoirs describe how he and Vaginov stayed in close contact in the 1920s,
participating in the same literary groups, and publishing in the same miscellanies and
publishing houses. His description of Vaginov's opposition to Lenin's New Economic Policy
(NEP) will be of particular interest to Vaginov's future biographer, as will his treatment of
Vaginov's complex attitude to "the perestroika of the intelligentsia” in the 1920s. One point
that Chnkovskii does not stress is that the themes of Vaginov's novels and poems - the role
of the old Russian intelligentsia in the young Soviet state, the birth of the Soviet intelli-
gentsie, the relationship between the new political regime and the traditions of Russian Cul-
ture -~ make him a representative figure of his generation and place his works at the ideolog-
ical center of Russian literature in the 1920s,

It is in his discussion of Vaginov's roman & clef The Satyr Song that Chukov-
skii's personal and detailed knowledge of the personalities and issues of Leningrad's liserary
circles during the 1920s pays the largest dividend. Without necessarily agreeing with all the
details of Chukovskii's interpretation of Vaginov's first novel, one has to admit that decoding
the prototypes of the novel's main characters is a necessary element of any serious reading.1?
Especially welcorne is Chukovskii's information about Lev Vasil'evich Pumpianskii, his
former French tutor, who was immortalized as Teptelkin, the main character of The Satyr
Song. While Pumpianskii is rather widely known as a talented literary critic and one of the
members of the Bakhtin circle, very few of his critical works have survived 1o the present
and remarkably little is known of his bicgraphy.18 Pumpianskii's inportance for Vaginov's
novel cannot be overstated: in fact, his transformation from an eccentric, mystical freethinker
into the worst sort of "dogmatic citation-monger" ("nawersnk ¥ auraTurk'), described in
the papes of Chukovskii's memoir, was, quite possibly, the impetus for the entire novel.

In the years immediately preceeding Vaginov's death from tuberculosis, he and Chukov-
sldi worked together on literary projects of a completely different type. Chukovskii describes
their work in proletarian literary circles, as well as their participation in the compilation of an
oral history of Leningrad factory workers called Four Generations (Chetyre pokoleniia:
Narvskaia zastava. ed. 8. Spasskii, A Ul'ianskii. Leningrad, 1933).1® Though Chukovskii's
account is one of the only first-hand descriptions of Vaginov's life in the 1930s,20 there is
ample reason to doubt whether Vaginov's enthusiasm for the privileged official discourse of
Stalinist literatere and the world of the Leningrad proletariat was as great as Chukovskii
would have us believe ("Barusosy, ¢ ero oeTpefillIuM UYBCTBOM MCTOPHHY, ¢ €I'0 NPON-
AUTENbHOM M60BLID K PONHOMY ropoxy, Bee 910 Gburo rryGoko nHTepecto, Kak nu
CTpAHHO, NEPEeN BNM OTKDLIBAIICA HOBLIH MHP, € KOTOPLIM OH BCIO MCHIHE JKHN DAILCM
U KOTOporo corcem ke 3uan K paGorte on ornecca smwobnenno.."). Fully aware of his
approaching death, and working feverishly on two novels which would remain unfinished at
his death,2! it i5 hard te imagine Vaginov willingly devoting his remaining time to collecting
reminiscences of strikes by Leningrad workers.

And yet, despite these reservations about Chukovskii's occasional lapses of accuracy and
memory, his memoir represents a priceless historical document for the student of the life and
works of Vaginov. Chukovskii's privileged position as a close friend of Vaginov's for four-
teen years, an insider in the Petrograd and Leningrad literary circles which Vaginov frequen-
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ted in the 1920s and 1930s, and a writer who appreciated and valued Vaginov's literary
work, make him a near ideal memoirist. The publication of this excerpt from his literary
memoirs allows readers to share his insights into the enigmatic life and works of one of the
least known, but most interesting membexs of the Leningrad avant-garde of the 1920s.
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