Omry RONEN

TWO ACMEIST IMAGES OF UNINTELLIGIBLE POETRY'

To the memory of Mixail Gasparov

A fruitful inquiry into metapoetic themes and images in acmeism, as well
as the hidden subtexts of such images, implied in the text itself by covert
citation, was inaugurated almost four decades ago by Kiril Taranovsky
(Tapanosckuit 1967: 1993 npumeu. 21), who had traced back the figurat-
ive meaning of the titles of Axmatova’s and Gumilev’s poetry collections,
Yemxu (Rosary) and fKemuyza (Pearls), to Puskin’s poem “B mpoxaaze
crazocruoit outanos...” (“In the sweet coolness of the fountains...”) 2.
During the same year, Viaé. Vs. Ivanov published his pioneering analysis
of Xlebnikov's poem “Menst mponocst...” (“They carry me...”) and its
pictorial subtext as a metaphor of metaphor (Ivanov 1967).

Since then, the study of quotation, overt or covert, metonymic or meta-
phoric, paraphrastic or intersemiotic, has become an indispensable tool of
textual explication and hermeneutic scholarship. The reflexive poetics of
acmeism, because of its set toward historical juxtaposition of cultural texts,
collation, and value judgement ®, invites special attention to its enigmatic
metapoetic vocabulary.

Several entries in this vocabulary are figurative representations of reduced
referentiality in poetry, e. g., “word as such (caoBo kax Takomoe)” and
“trans-sense (3aymb)” (cf. Ponen 1991; Ronen 1993).

Two recurrent figures of speech, in particular, appear to signify in the
acmeist poetry and critical prose the related concepts of a bygone, dead
poetic style or an alien poetic language, both perceived as undecipherable
riddles, presumably ornamental or purely euphonic, with their actual con-
crete original referentiality totally eroded and replaced by an associative
paronomastic virtual meaning, which the poet as a reader or a listener
imposes upon them. Thus Mandel'stam suggested in his essay Storm and
Stress (Byps u namuck, 1923) that on the eve of 1914 all of Russian
poetry “practically presented itself to the new inquisitiveness and the renov-
ated hearing of the reader as transrational” [“B cymmuoctu, Toraa scs pyc-
CKasl 10935l HOBOH IbITAHBOCTH H OGHOBAEHHOMY CAYXy YHTaTeAs TPEZACTa-
Aa kak saymsas  (O. Manzgeabmram 1990: 288)].

Both of the metapoetic tropes to be discussed can be identified and
interpreted as abbreviated but recognizable quotations.
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The first of these tropes is the image of dead nightingales. It is shared
by two acmeists, Gumilev and Mandel’stam, as is another pertinent and
better remembered mythopoetic metaphor, the dead bees (Tapamosckuii
1967).

Gumilev, in one of the poems (1917) from the collection K cuneii sse-
szae (To the Blue Star), wrote of the lovers who, like blind children, would,
on mountain tops, search for wilted roses and listen to dead nightingales *.

Mandel’stam, in his essay 3amemru o Illenve (Notes on Chénier) used
the same simile, somewhat modified by analogy with the “necklace of dead
bees”, as well as the necklace of “tear-pearls” or “pearl-tears” that Tara-

novsky (1976: 165—166) found in Viaceslav Ivanov and Pecerin, but
which, in the long run, had probably originated from “Jehuda ben Halevy”?,
a subtext in which also the “beautiful nightingale world” (Schone Nachti-
gallenwelt) of the troubadours had been memorably evoked by Heine
(Ronen 1983: 220).

The relevant phrase in Mandel'stam’s Notes on Chénier reads: “[1.[0sca
POMaHTHYECKas T1033Hs, KaK O2KepeAbe M3 MepPTBbIX COAOBbEB, He NepejacT,
He BbIACT CBOMX TalH, He 3HaeT 3aBemanus = Ll.[Jthe entire romantic
poetry, like a necklace of dead nightingales, would not give out, would not
give away its secrets, would not know what legacy is” (O. Mangeabmrram
1990: 164).

G. Levinton perceived here an allusion to the dead nightingales of Gu-
milev’s poem out of K cuneii 3sesge (Nesunron 1994: 34). This may be
so, but if it is, we are dealing with a quotation within a quotation, for the
figurative collocation “dead nightingales” derives from a well-known source,
Heine’s posthumously published long poem “Bimini”, a fragment of which
Gumilev has translated into Russian®. In the history of world poetry,
“Bimini” is remembered as one of the last testaments of romanticism, and
Heine’s dead nightingales are a brief recollection of the perished romantic
dream:

Auf den Hauptern welke Krinze,
Schauen sie mich an wehmiitig;

Tote Nachtigallen floten,
Schluchzen zartlich, wie verbliitend

(= On their heads the withered garlands // Sadly look at me; // Dead
nightingales flute // And sob tenderly, as if bleeding to death).

In the same poem, the old native nurse from whom Ponce de Leon has
learned about the font of youth on the island of Bimini wears an exotic
“head-dress of padded hair interlaced with countless little birds”: [1.J
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Hebet sich der Haarwulstkopfoutz, // Der gespickt ist mit unzdhl'gen //
Végelein [1.00

Earlier, in 1826, the image of a chorus of dead nightingales appeared in
Chapter IV of Heine’s Ideen: Das Buch Le Grand, in the evocation of the
poet’s old age and death: “[1.[0die Geisterchore verstorbener Nachtigallen
flsten aus der Ferne” = “[1.0the ghostly choirs of dead nightingales will
flute from afar”.

The two parallel images, Gumilev’s and Mandel’$tam’s, appear to be,
therefore, a characteristic instance of divergence from the same text that has
been part of the common subtextual corpus of the Guild of Poets. It may
be recalled in this connection that the presence of the Heine component in
Mandel’stam’s art is seldom acknowledged by modern scholars, and some-
times denied outright (Apepunnes 1990: 17 npumeu. 1), even though con-
siderable evidence of it has been identified since N. Berkovskij’s early study
of Mandel’stam’s prose (Bepkosckuit 1930: 161—162; 1989: 290—291),
a pioneering work in this and other respects. The reason, in this particular
instance, may have been N.la. Mandel’stam’s disparaging remark about
Heine as “a poet for lazy readers” in her second book of memoirs (H. Mau-
aeabmram 1990: 445). But then, even though, as Apollon Majkov wrote,
His shadow has long been flashing // In the gardens of our native po-
etry ’, the full extent of Heine’s impact upon Russian verbal art remains
generally undetermined and most often ignored especially where the poetics
of nonfiction is concerned, from Past and Thoughts through The Writer’s
Diary to Solitaria (Pounen 2003a: 223—225, 227; 20036: 75—178).

It is typical of the acmeist dialogue of diverging and converging quota-
tions that there exists also an earlier, seemingly parallel, but, upon closer
scrutiny, complementary or even contrastive image of a nightingale that has
lost its voice in a poem by Axmatova, “Kak smareracb B mom TemubIe
kochl...” (1912). The situation here is the reverse of “Bimini” and Das
Buch Le Grand: Heine’s dead nightingales sing from afar; Axmatova’s live
nightingale is mute and can but listen breathlessly to somebody else’s
distant song 8.

Expressing, as it does, the acmeist idea of reception as a creative challenge,
Axmatova’s image of the voiceless nightingale is a metapoetic interpretation
of the lines from Millevoye’s famous elegy La chute des feuilles (1811):
La bocage était sans mystére, // Le rossignol était sans voix = The grove
was without its mystery, // The nightingale was voiceless.

This is obviously an instance of convergence of heterogeneous quotation-
based images.
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The other metapoetic image of an incomprehensible but significant
message with a lost code is specific to the art of Mandel’stam, with some
notable cognates in the poetry of Benedikt Liviic (“U Bor ymoak nosect-
BoBaTeAb zkaAkui...”, 1924) and a more distant and thematically contrast-
ive parallel in Gumilev's Jpaxon (Dragon, 1921). This is the image of
a sea monster, or of seaweed, or of the monster turning into a heap of sea-
weed. The perilous euphony of Italian verse was described by Mandel’stam
as “a meaningless salty-sweet tongue”, “a shut pearl oyster” that one is
afraid to open with a knife °, a monster with azure brain and moist eyes for
scales '°. The “vinegar sponge” in this poem, “He uckymaii ay:xux nape-
ypii...” (“Tempt not foreign idioms...”), derives, of course, from the gospel,
but enters the same semantic field of ‘grotesque marine life’ and estab-
lishes a link with Pasternak’s image of poetry as “a Greek sponge” !!, on
the one hand, and, on the other, with Mandel’stam’s own interpretation, in
Paszosop o Janume (Discourse on Dante, 1933) %, of Inferno XXXII,
4: [1.0lo premerei di mio concetto il suco [1.[0= L1.0JI would press out
the juice of my conception L1.[(trans. by H. W. Longfellow).

A closely related figurative evocation of the poet-reader’s attempt to
penetrate an alien aesthetic system occurs in one of the draft versions of
Mandel’stam’s Tpugeavras ogza (Slate Ode, 1923): [1.00 Kaxas myxa
svwicumams [/ Yyxcux 2apmonuii sogopocau = L1.d0What a torment it is
to squeeze out // The seaweed of alien harmonies (Ronen 1983: 222).

“Seaweed” in Mandel’$tam’s metapoetic vocabulary should be com-
pared to his images of hay, shaggy fur, tangled hair, and other composite,
hybrid, metaphoric / metonymic tropes signifying “trans-sense”. As has
been pointed out in the earlier studies (Ronen 1983: 70 n. 10; Taranov-
sky 1987: 122—124; Pouen 1991: 41—42; Ronen 1993: 48—49), this
theme, the theme of the “hayloft” (cemosan), is likewise clearly affiliated
with Pasternak’s recurrent image of the primeval, pre-cosmic (Tumenunk
1994: 70) chaos of hay (omem ‘stack of straw’, konma ‘haycock’, cerosan
‘hayloft’, mpaset 8 2p0s080M mewike ‘herbs in a thunderstorm bag’, etc.).

In Mandel'stam’s essay The Nineteenth Century (Jesamnaguamorii
B8eK, 1922), the image of seaweed conveyed the notion of a discarded,
debased and misunderstood heritage, the jetsam of a finished historical era.
The French Revolution, embodied in the “ancient frenzy” of Chénier’s
iambs, is represented here, by means of a dissimilated pun (Pouen 1989),
as a gorgon (i. e., medusa ‘jellyfish’), whose head is washed ashore as
a baffling tangle of seaweed: “The French Revolution ended when the
spirit of ancient raving flew away from it; it had incinerated priesthood,
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slain social determinism, carried out to the end the cause of Europe’s
secularization, and splashed out on the shore of the nineteenth century no
longer understood, not Gorgon’s head, but a bundle of seaweed. A deep
respect for the bygone nineteenth century imposes an attitude of sufficient
confidence in regard to its reactionary depth. Out of the union of reason
and the furies was born romanticism, a mongrel monstrosity equally alien
to the sublime rationalism of the Encyclopedists and to the ancient host of
the revolutionary storm” = “(Dpanirysckas peBoAOLMs KOHYHMAACh, KOTAAa OT
Hee OTAeTEeA ZyX aHTHYHOTO GECHOBAHHMS; OHA HCIENEAHAA 2KPEYecTBO, yOH-
Ad COLMAAbHBIH ZETEPMUHH3M, /JO0BEAA 0 KOHIA ZeAo obmupiienus Fppo-
bl U BbIIAECHYAACh Ha Geper JAeBATHAZLATOrO CTOAETHs Y:ke HerOHATas —
He ToAoBa |oprompl, a mMydok MOPCKHX BozopocieH. [Aybokoe yBazkenue
K MHHYBIIEMY /€BSITHAZLIATOMY CTOAETHIO 3aCTaBASET OTHOCHTBCS C JOCTa-
TOYHBIM ZIOBEPHEM K ero peakuuoHuoil raybume. Ms corosa yma u ¢ypuii
POAYACS YOAIOZOK, OJMHAKOBO YY2KJblH M BbICOKOMY PAllMOHAAM3MY SHIIH-
KAOTIeZMH, M AHTHYHOMY BOMHCTBY PEBOAIOLMOHHOH 6ypH — POMaHTH3M
(quoted according to the original 1922 magazine version as reproduced in
Manzeabmram 1993: 268).

This is a close paraphrase of Innokentij Annenskij’s metaphoric evocation
of the mystery of Hamlet in his essay IIpo6iema Tamaema (The Problem
of Hamlet, 1907). The two riddles, Mandel’stam’s riddle of romanti-
cism’s descent (the union of reason and the furies producing a monster)
and Annenskij’s riddle of Hamlet suspecting the illegitimacy of his origin,
are both riddles of birth: “The mystery of Hamlet sometimes appears to
me a fabulous sea monster [1.[JA modest spark in the actor is enough for
the gawking crowd on the shore to spot in the water a black outline of the
catch and to start clapping [1.[1Yet you cannot wager that the mystery of
Hamlet, having flashed at us even in full view its enigmatic silver, might
not turn out on the shore merely a stack [Annenskij’s italics. — O. R.[of
useless and even putrid seaweed” = “Taiina ['amaera npeacrasasieTca mue
HHOTZIA KaKMM-TO CKa304HbIM MopckuM uyzosmmem Ll.[JZloBoabHO camoro
CKPOMHOTO OrOHbKA B aKTepe, — 4YTOObI TOAMa POTO3€eB Ha Oepery yBuze-
Ad B BOJE YEPHbIA CHUAYST Z06bMH U mpuHsAach pykomaeckaTs L1.[1Bmpo-
yeM, He pydaiiTech, uTo6bl TaiiHa |amaera, CBEpKHYB Ham M BOOYHIO CBOeH
3araJloYHONH CepebPUCTOCTbIO, He OKasaAach Ha GEpery AMIIb CIMozoM HH-
KyZa He TOZHOH M Jaxie 3A0BOHHOH Mopckoil TpaBbl (Amnmenckuii 1979:
162—163).

In this context it becomes clear why Mandel’stam has wistfully com-
pared Annenskij’s own self-defeating role as a mediator between the great
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occidental tradition and the sleepy end-of-the-century Russia to an eagle
“which would claw Euripides, Mallarmé and Leconte de Lisle”, “haughtily
release the catch, letting it fall of itself”, and “bring us nothing but
a handful of dry grasses in his clutches” (On the Nature of the Word,
1922) '3, This vivid critical parable of Mandel’$tam is a compressed cita-
tion of Fet’s lines about the poet whose winged sound // Snatches in flight
and fixes at once // The dark delirium of the soul and the vague smell of
grasses, // Like [l.0]upiter’s eagle Ll.Ocarrying a shaft of lightning in his
sure clutches .

The meaning of Mandel’stam’s words about the inability of Annenskij,
the militant philologist and quotation-master, to serve as a mediator,
a translator or a bearer of any kind of influence is crucial to a correct
understanding of the significance of citation in Russian modernism. The art
of quotation is, after all, or has been before acmeism, a mediating art.
Annenskij’s variety of this art, however, with its unemphatic but consistent
foregrounding of the secondary, the peripheral elements of the subtext and
substituting one riddle, previously unnoticed, for another, obvious and
famous, as in his essay on Hamlet, truly makes him a forerunner, not only
of acmeist criticism, but of the deconstruction at its rare artistic best.

NOTES
I The article is based on the author’s paper “Some Metapoetic Quotations in Acme-
ism” presented at the symposium “Textual Intersections: On the Significance of Cita-

tion in Twentieth-Century Russian Literature” (UCLA, February 16, 1996).

2 Cf.: L.OMHoam kozza-mo mewun xaros /| Cmuxos pemyuum scemuyzom = L1.0

The poct had once delighted the khans // With the resonant pearls of his verses; [1.00
H uemxu myapocmu saamoii = L1.[0And the rosary of golden wisdom.

3 Cf.: “Axmensm [1.0xorer 6brrp aumb ‘coBectbio’ nossun. Ou cya Haz nossuef, a
He cama moasusa. = “Acmeism [l.[Jwanted to be only the ‘conscience’ of poetry. It is
a judgement over poetry, and not the poetry itself (Mandel $tam’s note to L. V. Gor-
nung, 1923, in :KTM: 30).

4 Cf.

Oﬂ,HOOﬁpaSHbIe MEAbKAIOT

Bce ¢ ol :xe 60abto aHM MoH,
Kak 6yaro PO3bI OMaZAIOT

14! YMHPAIOT COAOBBH.

Ho u ona nevaapna Toxe,

Mzue npuxasasmas A1060Bb,
U nog ee arracHoB koxeit
Bexwur oTpaBrenHas kposb.
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M ecau s xxuBy Ha csere,

To Aub M3-3a 0ZHOR MeyThI:
Mpbr o6a, kak caemnble zeTH,
[lofizem Ha ropuble xpe6Thi,

Tyaa, rae 6poaar Toabko Kosbl,
B mup cambix 6eabix o6rakos,
Hckatb yBsmysume posbt

U caymartb MepTBbIX COAOBDEB.

5 Cf.: Perlentrinen, die, verbunden // Durch des Reimes goldnen Faden // Aus der
Dichtkunst giildnen Schmiede // Als ein Lied hervorgegangen = Pearl-tears, which,
joined together // On a golden thread of rhyme, // Out of the goldsmith’s forge of the
poctic art, // Came forth as a song.

6 Characteristically, it was first published as an original fragment by Gumilev in I'Y:
375, 379.

7 Cf. the original: Jasro ez0 meavkaem menv /| B cazax nossuu pogumoii, // Kax

8 powe mpenemmwlii o1erb, // Bpazom nesugumvim zonumbtii.

8 Cf.

Kak Braerach B Mou TeMHble KOChI
Cepebpucras He:xHasi Ipsab,
Toabko Th, coroBel Ge3roAoChIH,
ATy MyKy cyMeelllb IIOHSTb.

UyTkum yXoM ZareKoe CAbIIHUIIDb

U na toukue BetBH pakur,

Becoh maxoxauBImMCh, CMOTpHID — He ZbIIHIID,
Ecau necus uy:xas ssyuur.

A €Ill€ TaK HEJaBHO, HEAZAaBHO
3aMupa}m BOKPYT TOIIOAA,

I/I 3B€HEAQ H IIEAa OTPABHO
HCCKaBaHHafI PazoCTh TBOSA.

9 Cf.: dpy: Apuocma, apyz Iempaprxu, Tacca apyz — /| HAsvix 6Geccmoicaennbiii,

asoik coaono-caagkuii. [/ M seyxos cmaxnymuix npeaecmuvie gsoiiuamxu — // Bo-
iocb packpvims Hodcom agsycmesopuamotii scemuye (“Jpyr Apuocra, apyr Ilerpapxu,
Tacca apyr...”, 1933, 1935).

10 Cf.: Ymo, ecau Apuocm u Tacco, obsopoxcaiowue nac, /| Yygosuwa ¢ rasyproim
Mos2oM u uewyeii us eaaxHox 21as? // M 8 naxasanve sa wopavimio, Heucnpasu-
mutii 38ykonio6, [/ Hoayuuwn yxcycuyo wybky met aaa usmennuueckux b (“He
HcKymmai uy:kux Hapeuui...”, 1933).

1 In the poem Spring (Becna, 1914): IMossus! Ipeueckoii 2ybroii 8 npucockax [/
Byas met [1.[] of. in Pasternak’s manifesto A Few Propositions (Heckoavko noaoxce-
nuii, 1918, 1922): “Cospemennble Teuenuss BOO6pasHAM, UTO HCKYCCTBO KaK (DOHTaH,
toraa kak oHo ry6ka’ = “Modern currents fancied that art was like a fountain, whereas

it is a sponge”.
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12 Cf.: “*f1 BbKar GbI COK H3 MOETO IPEJCTABACHHS, H3 MOEH KOHLEIUMH , — TO €CTb
(opMa eMy TIpeACTaBAsieTcsl BbiHMKOH, a He oborouxoit [1.[JHo Bbuxats uto 6m1 TO
HH GbIAO MOKHO TOABKO M3 BAA:KHOH TyOKM HAM TpAnku. Kax 6bl MblI :KryTom Hu 3a-
KPY4YHBAaAM KOHIIETIIMIO, Mbl He BbIIABHM M3 Hee HMKAaKOH (DOPMbI, €CAM OHa cama I10
cebe yxe ue ectb popma’ (O. Maungerbmram 1990: 224).
13 Cf. the original: “Hecnoco6uocts AHHEHCKOTO CAYHTb KaKEM-TO 6bI HH OBIAO
BAMSHHSIM, GbITh TIOCPEZHHKOM, TEePEeBOJYHKOM, MPAMO mopasuTeibHa. OpuruHaAbHEd-
el XBaTKOH OH KOTTHA Uy:KOe W ellle B BO3ZyXe, Ha GOABIIOH BbICOTE, HaZMEHHO BbI-
myckaA us Korredl z06brdy, 1mosBorss el ymactb camoil. 1 opea ero mossum, korTus-
mmit Espunuza, Marrapme, Nexonra ze JAuasi, Huuero He NPMHOCHA HaM B CBOMX
Aamax, kpome ropctu cyxux Tpas L1.[1 (O. Manaeabmram 1990: 180—181).

The image of tangled, tousled grass, so prominent in Mandel’stam’s “hayloft” poems
as a blended trope signifying self-sufficient, “trans-sense” word (Ronen 1993: 44, 48),
in all probability also derived ultimately from Annenskij’s symbolic evocation of the
“Word” in his letter to Vologin, who had quoted it in his essay I. F. Annenskij — lirik
(I. F. Annenskij the Lyricist) published originally in Apollon, 1910, Ne 4, sect. 2,
11—16: “...not only your [Beavenlyl]luminaries, but every brown patch of the un-
awakened, still crepuscular grass tousled by the night... knows that it is The Word, and
that they — the luminaries — cannot ever be anything but a word, and hence their
beauty, and adamantine quality, and anxiety, and dejection” [in the original: “...y Bac
HEe TOABKO CBETHAA, HO BCSIKOE Gypoe IMATHO He TPOCHYBINHXCS, ellle CyMepeuHbIX Tpas,
HOYbIO CKOCMa4eHHbIX... 3HaeT, uto oHu (080 M UTO HUMYEM, KPOME CA0BA, UM — CBe-
THAAM — He 6bITb, YTO OTCIOZA M MX KPAcOTa, M aAMasHOCTb, U TPEBOTa, U yHbIHHe
(Boaommn 1988: 523)].
14 Cf. the original: Auwiv y me6s, nosm, kpourameiii caosa ssyx // Xeamaem Ha
aemy u saxpenasem sapye // H memmuwiii 6pes aywu, u mpas HescHoli 3anax; [/
Tax, aas 6esbpexcrozo nokunys ckyamoii goa, // Aemum sa o6aaka FOnumepa

open, // Cron moanuu mecst memosennbiii 6 sepHbix aanax (“Kax 6eaen mam ssbik...”,

1887).
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