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THESIS ABSTRACT
Kirstin Maya Larson
Master of Arts
Russian, East European, and Eurasian Studies Program
June 2015
Title: "To Rasshcheplennoe Iadro": From Lucretian Swerve to Sundered Core in
Shalamov’s Atomnaia poema

Varlam Shalamov's Afomnaia poema addresses a primordial "wish to split" at the
core of nature and within the human heart. This wish to split is informed by Shalamov's
Gulag experience as well as his reflections on Auschwitz and the atomic bombings of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Whereas Lucretius interprets an atomic tendency to swerve as
an indication of free will, Atomnaia poema posits an atomic proclivity to split, that is, to
self-destruct and destroy others. Atomnaia poema weighs the role of science, "its verses
and its faith," in this destruction. Neither a treatise nor didactic counsel, Atfomnaia poema
is a conversation between physics and poetry, human and world, held in a "third
language" whose rthyme and rhythm carry an emotional impact rather than a cognitive
load. Splitting its own elements as it grieves the splitting atom, Shalamov pursues "Ovid's

epiphany," releasing what is "housed in a single verse."
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Interest in Gulag survivor Varlam Tikhonovich Shalamov's prose and also
recently his poetry has been increasing in the past few years. Manuela Consonni, in her
2012 study "After the Camps: Semantic Shift and the Experience of Pain," takes note of
Shalamov's account of a shift in values and semantics that took place in Kolyma:
"Shalamov writes about the adoption by the inmates of the criminal language that affects
ordinary language," notes Consonni. "The striking phenomenon in the prisoners'
language" that her own paper addresses "is the semantic shift that occurs within the units
of the language already at the disposal of the prisoners." ! "Shalamov, like Primo Levi
and Hannah Arendt," writes Svetlana Boym, "speaks repeatedly about "changed scales"
for understanding the camp experience that apply to all human emotions and relationships
[...] and require new modes of understanding."> Boym considers Shalamov's approach to
writing about the Gulag, in light of Adorno's "paradoxical" reflection that while poetry
after the Holocaust must be profoundly different from what came before, "it is," at the
same time, "now virtually in art alone," in Boym's words, "that suffering can still find its

own voice without immediately being betrayed by it."?

! Consonni, Manuela "After the Camps: Semantic Shift and the Experience of Pain," in
Knowledge and Pain, ed. Esther Cohen, Leona Toker, Manuela Consonni, and Otniel
Dror (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2012), 203 (note 47).

2 Svetlana Boym, ""Banality of Evil," Mimicry, and the Soviet Subject: Varlam
Shalamov and Hannah Arendt," Slavic Review 67, no. 2 (2008), 344.

3 Ibid., 342. Boym cites quotations from Theodor Adorno, "Commitment," in Aesthetics
and Politics, Ernst Bloch et al. (London: Verso, 1980), 188-89.



While Shalamov primarily confronts the intellectual roots of Russia's deadly
prison camps and mass killings during the Stalin era, his writings also crystallize a larger
conversation between literature and the modern world, between classical aesthetics and
"a person of the second half of the twentieth century"[] a century crowned by "the
n4

infamy of Kolyma and the ovens of Auschwitz." In his 1971 essay "(o moei proze),

Shalamov asks:

Ortkyna Bce 310 Bo3HuKaeT? Kak
3TO Bce npoucxoaut? Mue
Ka)XETCs, YTO YEJIOBEK BTOPOM
MOJIOBUHBI IBAJIIIATOTO CTOJETHS,
YEJIOBEK, MEPEKUBILINUN BONHBI,
PEBOIIOLINH, TTOKAPbl XUPOCHUMBI,
aTOMHYI0 O0MOY, IpeaTenbCTBO,
caMoe€ IJIaBHOE — BEHYAIOIIee BCEe
—no30p KousbIMbl 1 nieuei
OcBeHIIMMa, YETIOBEK — a BEb Y
Ka)KI0r0 POJCTBEHHUK MOTUO
1o Ha BOWHE, MO0 B Jarepe, —
YeJI0BeK, NEPEKUBIINI HAYUHYIO
PEBOJIOLINIO, — TPOCTO HE MOKET
HE MOJIONTH MHAYE K BOIIpOCcCaM
HCKYCCTBa, YEM PaHbIIIE.

bor ymep. [louemy e UCKycCTBO
JIOJDKHO JKUTH?’

Where did all this come from?
How did it all originate? It seems
to me that a person of the second
half of the twentieth century, a
person, having survived war,
revolution, the fires of Hiroshima,
the atomic bomb, the treachery,
chiefly [J crowning all U the
infamy of Kolyma and the ovens
of Auschwitz, a person [1 and in
fact, every family member who
perished either or in war or in a
camp [ a person, having survived
the scientific revolution, -- simply
cannot but approach questions of
art differently than before.

God died. Why, then, should art
live?

4 Note on transliteration and translation: When transliterating, I have employed the
Modified Library of Congress romanization system in the body of this text, while
retaining alternately transliterated names of authors who have published their works in
English. Alternate transliterations and Cyrillic script in quoted passages have also
remained intact. Unless otherwise indicated, the Russian to English translations are mine.

5> Varlam Shalamov, "(o moei proze)," Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/library/21/61.html



For Shalamov, the catastrophic events of the twentieth century have rendered the
Hellenic (and any post-Hellenic) vision of an orderly, beautiful, and just universe
tragically naive, even culpable. Shalamov's writings embody his response to the question,
"Why, then, should art live?"
Shalamov's fictional work, Boym finds, heeds a "paradoxical imperative" for art

after the Gulag. Shalamov writes of "the new prose" that is now called for:

In the new prose-after Hiroshima, after Auschwitz and Kolyma, after wars

and revolutions-everything didactic should be rejected. Art does not have a

right to preach. Art neither ennobles nor improves people. Art is a way of life,

not a way of understanding life [poznaniia zhizni]. In other words, it is a

document ... a prose lived through like a document.®
Boym reads Shalamov's fiction in light of his reflections on "the new prose," querying
how they might themselves embody "a prose lived through like a document." His stories,
she finds, are a form of "mimicry," aptly described by Nabokov as an imitative act that
facilitates survival from predators, but artfully exceeds its utilitarian purpose, or mimesis
strictly speaking. "Mimicry that "exceeds the predator's power of appreciation" persists,"
Boym writes, "as a form of trickery and as a homeopathic antidote to the gulag
bureaucracy."” Boym's primary example of language that performs such mimicry is the
intentional and collaborative commission of a typographical error, in Shalamov's short
story "Lida." "Like Shalamov himself, who was rearrested many times," Boym writes, a

political convict in "Lida" is "branded" by the letter "T":

Krist is "branded" by the letter "T." The abbreviation "KRTD" appears
in his file, a term applied to the most dangerous political prisoners. "T"

® Boym, "Banality of Evil," 342.

7 Ibid., 360.



stands for Trotskyism and, therefore, for the "death tribunal," giving his

boss and anyone else who might discover this information in his secret

file "poetic license" for endless persecution or even a license to kill him.®
Krist conspires with Lida, a secretary and nonpolitical convict whom he had helped once
in the past, to remove the "T" from the abbreviation in his file. The "T" in Krist's criminal
record gets deleted as a "typo," thereby erasing the trace of his Trotskyite crime and
reducing the perceived gravity of his political crime. "Krist's friends try to decipher his
luck," writes Boym. "Was it a misprint, a human error? [N]one suspects that Krist co-
created his liberation with his own hands."” Krist "lives through"[J both experientially
and by means oflJ the misprint.

The altered document, which mimics an official document for survival purposes
in a collaborative act of artifice, is presented as the product of an ingenious moment of
inspiration, within the framework of a literary masterpiece (Shalamov's short story).
Shalamov's "Lida" is prose "lived through" like an altered document, deploying mimetic,
documentary, and memoiristic elements blended with fictional elements and artistic
choices. Any meaning to be gleaned from the story's mimicry of mimesis is to be co-
created with its reader; as the narrator of "On Tick" notes, the dealer in the criminal
underworld needs to keep a close watch on his partner.

Artful mimicry directed towards but transcending survival also surfaces in
Shalamov's "Artist of the Spade," in which a prisoner mimics productive use of the spade

in the mines. Leona Toker's study of this work focuses on Bakhtinian, carnivalesque

8 Ibid., 357-8.

? Ibid., 359.



elements in the narrative's structure. While Boym has considered the mimicry in and of
Shalamov's works and Toker has examined their carnivalesque elements,'” and while
Boym with Shalamov has explored the ethical limits of any aesthetic depiction of the
Gulag, Josefina Lundblad-Janji¢, has recently explored Shalamov's approach to the
unknowable in his play Anna Ivanovna. The tragic death of the heroine takes place
offstage, unwitnessed, but implied. Tragedy in this account resists mimesis, resists
language, and can only be conveyed through an almost Kierkegaardian indirection.
Shalamov writes in "On Prose" that there are no longer memoirs, only memoirists
(Hem memyapos — ecmo memyapucmet).!! While Shalamov's stories partake of
documentary elements and highlight the absurd horror of everyday life in Kolyma, they
are neither memoirs nor reflective mirrors; they are a prose that is "lived through." The
mirror in Shalamov's "Engineer Kipreev" that absorbs rather than reflects (a reference,

perhaps, to the mirror metaphor for the soul in Zamiatin's We)'? is perhaps an apt symbol

10'See Leona Toker, "Discourse of Lent: Kafka's "A Hunger Artist" and Shalamov's "The
Artist of the Spade," in Towards the Ethics of Form in Fiction: Narratives of Cultural
Remission (Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2010), 179-90.

' Shalamov, "(o moei proze)."

12 In "Record Sixteen" of We, a physician at the Medical Bureau describes a soul to the
narrator, D-503, likening it to a mirror that "keeps forever a trace of everything it
touches": "[IJmagine a plane, let us say this mirror. You and I are on its surface. [...]
Now imagine this very same surface softened by a flame so that nothing can glide over it
any longer, so everything will instead penetrate into that mirror world which excites such
curiosity in children. [...] You see, the cold mirror reflects, throws out, while this one
absorbs; it keeps forever a trace of everything that touches it. Once you saw an
imperceptible wrinkle on someone's face, and this wrinkle is forever preserved within
you. You may happen to hear in the silence a drop of water falling[] and you will hear it
forever!" Eugene Zamiatin, We, tr. G. Zilboorg (New York: EP Dutton, 1952), 84-85.
Compare with the following excerpt from Shalamov's "The Life of Engineer Kipreev'":
"Mirrors do not preserve memories. It is difficult to call the object that I keep hidden in



of Shalamov's fiction, insofar as it resists reflection; the words of Shalamov's document-
like prose are dense, and hold memories more than they reflect or reveal them.

Geoffrey Hosking has noted that in contrast with Solzhenitsyn's sprawling
historical tomes, Shalamov's short, dry works do not offer overarching truths or
moralizing tropes. Silence and aporetic endings are deployed in Shalamov's stories, in
contrast with the spiritual reconciliation that appears to be achieved by Ivan Denisovich
or the historical sense that is made of the Gulag in The Gulag Archipelago, Cancer Ward,
and The First Circle. "There is something radically inassimilable in Shalamov's prose,"
writes Boym:

[Shalamov's prose] confronts the experience of extremity but does not offer
redemption through labor, suffering, religion, or national belonging. It proceeds
through precise descriptions of life in the gulag, paying close attention to the
historical facts, yet presents no history of the camps. '3

Shalamov's work stands apart from other Gulag writings: its document-like prose that

mimics but does not mime diverges not only from Solzhenitsyn's grand, Tolstoyesque

my suitcase a mirror. It is a piece of glass that looks like the surface of some muddy river.
The river has been muddied and will stay dirty for ever, because it has remembered
something important, something eternally important. It can no longer be the crystal,
transparent flow of water that is clear right down to its bed. The mirror is muddied and no
longer reflects anything. But once the glass was a real mirror - a present unselfishly given
that I carried with me through two decades of camp life, through civilian life that differed
little from the camps, and everything that followed the twentieth party congress, when
Khruschev denounced Stalin." Varlam Shalamov, "The Life of Engineer Kipreev," in
Kolyma Tales, tr. John Glad (London: Penguin, 1994), 465. "Perhaps the mirror attracts
and reflects rays of evil, keeping me from dissolving in the human stream, where no one
except me knows Kolyma and the engineer, Kipreev" (Ibid., 466). Finally, compare with
these lines from Shalamov's poem that begins "Konen Hanexnam u pacruiaram,” ("At the
end of hopes and reckonings,"): "What am I to the earth? "I" — a trail of tears,/ the crease
on a wife's face./ "I" — the unmelted icicle/ that still waits in a dark wood for spring"
(Appendix B).

13 Boym, 342.



historical and moralizing view, but also from Evgeniia Ginzburg's documentary,
autobiographical accounts and the reflections of Barbara Skarga, Polish survivor of the
Gulag after WWII, who traces the implications of the Gulag for western philosophy. "I
[c]onsider myself an heir," writes Shalamov in 1971 in his Notebooks, "not of the
humanistic Russian literature of the nineteenth century, but of the modernism at the
beginning of the twentieth century." He cites his experimentation with sound and
meaning, as well as with genre: "A testing of sound. Multiplanar and symbolist. A
documentary sketch driven to the extreme edge of art." !4

Shalamov's genre-resisting Kolyma Tales answer Russian futurism's "slap in the
face of public taste" (/loweuuna obwecmeennomy exycy) with a "slap in the face of
Stalinism" (noweuuna no cmanunuzmy).'> Shalamov gazes at other writers and literary
genres, not, like the Russian Futurist Manifesto's signatories,'® "from the heights of
skyscrapers" (C svicomul Hebockpebos MblL 63upaem Ha ux Huumodicecmeo!..)!’ but from

the depths of Kolyma. A writer of "new prose," his view is not from above but from

14 v Toxe cunTaro cebs HacIEHMKOM, HO He TYMaHHO# pycckoii muTepatyphl XIX Beka,
a HacJICIHUKOM MOJIepHU3Ma Hauaza Beka. [I[poBepka Ha 3ByK. MHOTOMIIaHOBOCTh U
CUMBOJIMYHOCTb. [...] Ouepk TOKyMEHTaIbHbINA JOBEJAEH 10 KpalHEH CTEIeH!
xynoxectBeHHOW." Varlam Shalamov, Zapisnye knizhki 19712. I11: ed. khr. 41, op. 3,
Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/23/18.html

15 "Kaskiplit MO# pacckas — MOIIeurHa MO CTATMHU3MY, 1, KaK BCSKas TOIMEYHNHA, HMEET
3aKOHBI YMCTO MYyCKynbHOTO xapakrepa." "Each of my stories [l is a a slap in the face of
Stalinism, and, like every slap, has laws of a purely muscular character." Shalamov, "(o
moei proze)."

16 David Burliuk, Aleksei Kruchenykh, Vladmir Mayakovsky, Velimir Khlebnikov.

17 David Burliuk et al, "Poshchechina obshchestvennomu vkusu," in Entsiklopedicheskii
slovar' krylatykh slov i vyrazhenii, ed. Vadim Serov,
http://bibliotekar.ru/encSlov/15/172.htm



below, that of "Pluto, rising from hell, not Orpheus, descending into hell" (/Zzymon,
noousswuiics uz aoa, a ne Opeeil, cnyckagwuiics é ad).'®> While Khlebnikov and
Mayakovsky called for Pushkin, Dostoevsky, and Tolstoy to be thrown "from the Ship of
Modernity" (bpocumy [lywxuna, /Jocmoesckozco, Toncmoeo u npou. u npou. ¢ Ilapoxoda
cospemennocmu), for Shalamov, the "Ship of Modernity" has turned out to be Stalin's
slave ship. Shalamov's "new prose," while it shatters previous literary models, is
ultimately a far cry from Russian futurism.

The reader's approach, just as much as the writer's, is fraught with ethical danger
in the wake of the Gulag and the Holocaust. As Shalamov's narrator attests in "The Used
Book Dealer," Fleming, the former NKVD investigator who was an ardent, if macabre,
fan of his own victim, Gumilev, had an appreciation for poetry, but could not apprehend
"the moral values of poetry" ("HpaBcTBeHHbIE IEGHHOCTH MO33HH TaKUM ITyT€M, KOHEYHO,
He nocturaroT[cs]"). As "sacriligious as this may sound," Fleming and his NKVD
colleagues could only "commune with culture" through "investigative work" (" s
dneMuHra 1 €ro COCIYKUBIICB TPUOOIIEHHE K KYIBTYpPE MOTJIO OBITh — KaK HH
KOLIYHCTBEHHO 3TO 3BYYMT — TOJILKO B Cile[CTBeHHOi pabote").!” "When reading books I
would first of all turn to the notes, the comments," Fleming tells the narrator, "Man is a

creature of notes and comments." When asked, "How about the text?", Fleming replies:

18 Varlam Shalamov, "O proze," Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/21/45.html
As Boym puts it: "The narrator speaks as Pluto, the permanent resident of the
underworld, not as Orpheus, an overly excited one-time visitor." (Boym, 348.) For a
discussion of Shalamov's distinction between Pluto and Orpheus, see Elena Mikhailik's
"Dostoevsky and Shalamov: Orpheus and Pluto." The Dostoevsky Journal: An
Independent Review, Volume I (2000), http://shalamov.ru/research/122/#t14

1 Varlam Shalamov, "Bykunucr," Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/3/24.html



"Not always. There is always time for that."?° Shalamov's stories reflect back on their
reader's own integrity, or perhaps moral complicity.

Shalamov translator and scholar Robert Chandler observes that Shalamov's
Kolyma Tales are considered "a masterpiece of Russian prose and the greatest work of

nn

literature about the Gulag," "at least by Russians and readers of Russian."?! While
Shalamov short stories are widely read in Russia and abroad, Chandler also notes that the
famed Gulag writer's poems have garnered little critical attention. Yet many of
Shalamov's poems take up themes refracted in other ways in his fiction, and raise
provocative questions about how his poetry intersects with his fiction and with his
privileging of documentary over literary writing after the Gulag.

One reason Shalamov's poetry has received far less critical attention than his short
stories may be due to the perception that his poetry is inferior to his fiction. John Glad
voices this view, for example, in the foreword to his translation of a selection of
Shalamov's short stories:

Shalamov's verse is intimately bound up with his experiences in Kolyma,
a circumstance that could not be mentioned at the time in the collections
themselves. But his true talent was as a prose writer, and his poetry did
not bring him the recognition he had hoped for.??

This passage suggests that Shalamov's published poetry books failed to "bring him the

recognition he had hoped for" because his "true talent was as a prose writer." Without

20'vVarlam Shalamov, "The Used-Book Dealer," in Kolyma Tales, tr. Glad, 266.

21 Robert Chandler, "The poetry of Varlam Shalamov (1907-82)," Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/research/229/

22 John Glad, foreword to Kolyma Tales, Xiv-xv.



citing a specific poem or considering other Soviet or post-Soviet factors that might have
caused Shalamov's poetry to be coldly received, Glad moves on. Leona Toker begins her
2014 article, "On Robert Chandler’s Translations of Varlam Shalamov’s Poetry," by
emphasizing the success of Shalamov's prose rather than his poetry:
The fame of Varlam Shalamov [...] is mainly based on his prose works,
presenting a philosophically saturated artistic testimony to labor camps in
Vishera and Kolyma. Yet, as it usually happens with writers who attain a
canonical status, a closer look is these days being taken at his less well-known
work, namely his poetry. In fact, it was his poetry that first received literary
recognition, even if from the audience of one — that one being Boris
Pasterna[k], who was among Shalamov’s favorite poet[s...]*
Noting that Shalamov's poetry was first recognized by only one person (albeit one of his
"favorite poets"), Toker attributes recent interest in Shalamov's poetry to his "canonical
status" as a prose writer. The merits of Shalamov's poetry do not invite this "closer look";
instead, the recent attention to "his less well-known work" simply reflects a typical
phenomenon, one that "usually happens with writers who attain a canonical status."
Toker's article was prompted by Robert Chandler's translations of a handful of
Shalamov's poems, in a recent anthology of Russian verse.?* Chandler's 2014 essay "The
Poetry of Varlam Shalamov (1907-82)" addresses Shalamov's poetry on its own terms,

highlighting the beauty of his language, and the distinctive flavor, the tart, mouth-

puckering, "violet honey" of the poems distilled from Shalamov's sweat and tears.?

23 Leona Toker, "On Robert Chandler’s Translations of Varlam Shalamov’s Poetry,"
Toronto Slavic Quarterly No. 47, Winter 2014, 368.

24 Robert Chandler, Boris Dralyuk, and Irina Mashinski, The Penguin Book of Russian
Poetry, London: Penguin, 2015 (Kindle version).

25 "W, memmas rpa3Hblii not/ C ynctoToii ciesnHku,/ OcTopoxkHO codeper/ Kpammensie
meauHKU." Varlam Shalamov, "Lilovyi med," Shalamov.ru.

10



Shalamov's poems are not the celebratory poems of Russian's odic past, nor are they
Romantic lyric poems celebrating the "I" or the beauty of nature; yet a number of his
poems contain these poetic elements. Josefina Lundblad-Janji¢'s "Poetry and Politics: An

nn

Allegorical Reading of Varlam Shalamov’s Poem "Avvakum v Pustozerske"" examines
Shalamov's 1955 poem "Avvakum in the Wasteland," which has clear links to his prose
about the Gulag.?® In her essay, Lundblad-Janji¢ analyzes Shalamov's poetry on its own
terms, rather than assessing its quality relative to Shalamov's fiction. With an ear for its
present significance rather than for its past reception, Lundblad-Janji¢ notes that
Shalamov wrote "Avvakum v Pustozerske" "two years after his return from the camps of
Kolyma," and that he considered it "one of his most important poems."?’

Shalamov's poems that are not about poetry or clearly related to the Gulag, for

example his poems about Homer and Hamlet, about Robert Frost and Archimedes,?® have

received less attention. His cluster of poems about the atomic bomb is especially

http://shalamov.ru/library/11/1.html

26 Shalamov's untitled, four-line poem in which he references Avvakum in the taiga,
where no human is to be found, "not even an enemy" ("Bce Te xe cHera ABBakymoBa
Beka./ Bee Ta ske packonbHUYBS 371as Taiira,/ ['1e JHeM u ¢ oTHEM He HalJenb
yenoBeka,/ He To uToObI Apyra, a qaxke Bpar[a]"), also invites comparison with
Shalamov's longer Avvakum poem. Varlam Shalamov, in Sobranie sochinenii v
chetyrekh tomakh Vol. 3. (Moskva: Khudozh. Lit-ra, 1998), 33.

27 Josefina Lundblad-Janjic, "Poetry and Politics: An Allegorical Reading of Varlam
Shalamov’s Poem "Avvakum v Pustozerske,"" Shalamov.ru.
http://shalamov.ru/en/research/239/

28 Irina Sirotinskaia provides detailed textual criticism of Shalamov's "Kak Apxumen,
noBsimuid Ha mecke...", in her "Questions of Textual Criticism Concerning the Poetic
Works of V. Shalamov" ("K BompocaM TekcTOI0THM MOATHIECKUX MPOU3BeACHUH B.
[TanamoBa"). A study of Shalamov's poem about Archimedes may be forthcoming, by
the author of this essay.

11



significant, particularly his Atomic Poem, "Marie Curie," his poem beginning with "At
the end of hopes and reckoning" and his short poem about Hiroshima beginning with
"Gold, purple and lilac." The imagery and theme of these poems interact with Shalamov's
short story "Engineer Kipreev," about a nuclear engineer, the first victim of the nuclear
bomb, in that he was consigned to the Gulag. Short stories which reference poetry also
refract readings of his atomic poems in explosive ways, especially "The Used Book
Dealer," "Athenian Nights," "The Snake Charmer," "Cherry Brandy," and his essay
"Apollo Among Thieves." The motifs of splitting, poison, and the abyss’ as well as the
larch and the resurrection of the larch which recur in his atomic poems also beg to be
related to these themes in his fiction.

Shalamov's Afomic Poem is especially significant. In a December 1953 letter to
his friend and literary confidant Boris Pasternak, Siberian Gulag survivor Varlam
Shalamov describes his desperate attempt to "save" himself "with poetry":

Just two months ago, lost in a winter indifferent to everything that surrounds it, a
winter with no care for the people wrenching from it some little corner with a
stove, some huts among the inescapable stone and wood, among halfhumans
with no care for life or death, I tried now timidly, now in desperation, to save

myself with poetry from the overwhelming and soul-corrupting forces of this
world, of a world which I had still not gotten used to after seventeen years.>*

22 Shalamov's invocation of the "abyss" (propast') invites comparison with Fedor
Tiutchev's abyss motif; see, for example, Tiutchev's 1850 poem with first line "Cssitast
HOYb Ha HEOOCKJIOH B3o1LIa."

30 "Beero mBa Mecsiia Ha3a 3aTEPSHHBIA B 3UME, pABHOAYIIHOW KO BCEMY, UTO €€
OKpY’KaeT, 3uMe, KOTOPOi BOBCE M HET Jiefia JI0 JIto/Ied, BRIPBABLINX Y Hee KaKHUe-TO
YTOJIOUKH C MeYypKaMu, KaKHe-T0 H30YIIKU cpear HeM30BIBHOTO KaMHS | Jieca, Cpeln
MOJIYJIIOJIeH, KOTOPBIM HET Jieja HU J0 KHU3HU, HU 0 CMEPTH, 5 IBITAJICS TO poOKO, TO B
OTYASTHUU CTUXAMHU CIIACTH ceOs OT MOAABIIAIONICH U paCTICBAIOIICH AYIITY CHIIBI 3TOTO
MHpa, MUpPa, K KOTOPOMY s TaK M HE MPUBBIK 3a ceMHaaTh jer." Varlam Shalamov, "V.
T. Shalamov [ B. L. Pasternaku, Ozerki. 20 dekabria 1953 goda," in Perepiska c
Pasternakom B. L, Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/24/1.html

12



Less than a year later, Shalamov writes that he has completed a "long poem" about the
"splitting of the atom," tentatively titled "Atomic Suite" or "Suite A."! Later published as
Atomnaia poema or Atomic Poem, the epic 383-line poem addresses a primordial "wish
to split" at the core of nature and within the human heart. This wish to split differs
profoundly from the Freudian death wish, and is informed by Shalamov's Gulag
experience as well as his reflections on Auschwitz, plantation slavery, and the atomic
bomb. Atomnaia poema might be read as a response to Lucretius'ss notion of the
clinamen, embodying both the primordial tendency of atoms to swerve and swerving off
from it, positing a more egregious tendency of atoms to split, that is, to self-destruct and
destroy others. While Lucretius and others have interpreted this tendency to swerve as an
indication of free will in the universe and in humans,?? Shalamov both affirms this in his

writings on poetry and his emphasis on luck® (c.f. "Engineer Kipreev") and swerves off

31'Shalamov, "V. T. Shalamov 0 B. L. Pasternaku, Ozerki, 3-11-54 g," Perepiska c
Pasternakom B. L.

32 For a discussion of the philosophical implications of Lucretius' notion of the clinamen,
see Michel Serres' La naissance de la physique dans le texte de Lucrece: fleuves et
turbulences (Paris: Les Ed. de Minuit, 1977) and Keith Ansell-Pearson's "Affirmative
Naturalism: Deleuze and Epicurianism" (in Cosmos and History: The Journal of Natural
and Social Philosophy 10, no. 2 (2014): 121-137).

33 In Shalamov's short story "The Train," a prisoner released after 20 years in Kolyma is
about to be attacked by a gang of hostile criminals, when another criminal steps out of the
shadows and recognizes him. "In my pocket I clasped the new penknife that I had just
bought and said nothing. Luck was my only hope. Patience and luck are what saved and
save us. These are the two whales supporting the convict's world. And luck came to me"
(Shalamov, Kolyma Tales, 395-396.) See also "The Life of Engineer Kipreev'": "In camp,
letters are not answered, nor are reminders of unanswered letters appreciated. The
prisoner has to wait — for luck, an accidental meeting" (Ibid., 469). "I never in my life
betrayed or sold anyone down the river. But I don't know how I would have held out if

13



from it by reading the tendency to split as an indication of a profound split within the

human spirit.

they had beaten me. I passed through all stages of the investigation, by the greatest good
luck, without beatings [ 'method number three'. My investigators never laid a finger on

me. This was chance, nothing more. It was simply that [ was interrogated early [J in the
first half of 1937, before they resorted to torture" (Ibid., 456-7).
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CHAPTER II
PHYSICISTS AND LYRICISTS
In 1965, Shalamov identified three poems whose success was due less to the
quality of their verses than to their reflection of the "the thirst of the times."** In one of
these dubiously honored poems, Boris Slutskii's 1959 "Physicists and Lyricists" ("Fiziki i
liriki"),?* the speaker ruefully observes that physics holds the place of honor whereas
poetry has been put out to pasture ("Uro-to ¢pusuku B modere./YTo-T0 JIUPUKHU B
sarone."*®) Shalamov touches on this disparity in his 1954 Atomic Poem. In Canto 7, the

physicist ("yuensiii-¢pusuk") receives the honors while poetry's potential is forgotten:

Emy Menanu u BEeHKH, To him go the medals and wreaths,
3a0bITHI IPEBHUE CTUXH, forgotten are the ancient verses,
OBuaus npo3peHsbe, the Ovidian epiphany?®

UYTo yAuBUTH MOTJIO OBI CBET, that it might astonish the world,
Kak Mor BMECTHTH €T0 TO3T how much its poet can house

B oxno ctuxoTBopeHbe.’’ in one line of verse.

34 "CTHXOTBOpEHNS, Yel yCreX BBI3BAH HE CTOJIBKO KAUECTBOM CTHXA, CKOJIBKO JKAKIOH
Bpemenu:/ "I'penana" <M. CpetnioB>,/ "Xau mensa" <K. Cumonosa>,/ "®duzuku u
mupukn" <b. Cnyukuit>." Varlam Shalamov, Zapisnye knizhki 1965 g. 111, ed. khr. 34,
op. 3, Shalamov.ru, shalamov.ru/library/23/12.html

33 First published in Literaturnaia gazeta in 1959. http:/scientificrussia.ru/events/13-
oktyabrya-1959-goda-literaturnaya-gazeta-napechatala-stihotvorenie-borisa-slutskogo-
fiziki-i-liriki

36 Boris Slutskii, " Fiziki i liriki," 1959. http://poetrylibrary.ru/stixiya/all-
147 .html#chtoto-fiziki-v

37 Varlam Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, in Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomach, tom 3,
Stichotvoreniia (Cymka pochtal'ona), sost. I. Sirotinskaia (Moskva: Knizhnyi Klub
Knigovek, 2013 (55-66)), VIL.9-12.

38 John Weaver, Plots of Epiphany: Prison-escape in Acts of the Apostles (Berlin: Walter
de Gruyter, 2004), 58.
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While both poems address the privileging of science over poetry in the quest for truth, the
title of Slutskii's poem refers literally to what Matthew Jackson has characterized as
"[h]eated discussions" that "broke out in the Soviet press" during the late 1950s and early
1960s "over questions of technocratic organization, as well as over the status of fiziki i
liriki (physicists and lyricists)." These debates were sparked by Khrushchev's Thaw, in
which "the liberalization of intellectual life," in Jackson's words, "brought art and
literature into contact with cognitive models derived from the sciences."* These
cognitive models included the cybernetic theory of American mathematician Norbert
Wiener, whose "lessons of cybernetics" the sciences and the humanities were
"encouraged" to "apply":
Biologists, economists, engineers, and mathematicians, not to mention their
cohorts in intersecting disciplines in the humanities, were encouraged to apply
the "lessons of cybernetics" in their work. Between 1958 and 1961, an avalanche
of publications and conferences devoted to cybernetics drove the term from
science's esoteric periphery into the popular consciousness.*’
The academic in Shalamov's short fictional work "Akademik" (1961) recognizes the
renowned but evasive author of one such publication which he remembers from his
youth, titled "The Unity of Science and Literature" ("Edinstvo nauki i khudozhestvennoi

literatury"). The year the article came out, he tells the author who is now a journalist,

"these topics were all the rage. The article would still come in handy for talking about

39 Matthew Jackson, The Experimental Group: Ilya Kabakov, Moscow Conceptualism,
Soviet Avant-Gardes (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2010), 35.

40 Ibid.
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physicists and lyricists using Poletaevan*! cybernetics."*

At one level, Shalamov may be mocking his own past authorial self in
"Academic." The fashionable article's title sounds suspiciously like the title of
Shalamov's own article "Science and Literature" ("Nauka i khudozhestvennaia
literatura"), published almost 30 years earlier in Science and Technology Front (Front
nauki i tekhniki).* In the 1934 article, Shalamov cites "the engineers of the Sevkabel
plant," who "write to our writers" ("umxenepsl 3aBoaa "CeBkabens" NUIIYT HAIIUM
nucatensM") that "[w]e need a Soviet Jules Verne or [H.G.] Wells" ("[1]am HyXeH
coserckuit XKions Bepn unu Vannc").* In the same article, Shalamov cites Lucretius
Carus's poem "On the Nature of Things," which "expounds on the science of Epicurusl]
"radical enlightener of ancient times," to use Marx's expression."* Shalamov praises
Lucretius' deployment of poetic techniques to expound on atoms and "the structure of the

world." Not only can poetry convey scientific ideas; Lucretius' poem demonstrates that

41 A reference to Igor Poletaev, author of Signal (O Nekotorykh poniatiiakh kibernetiki).

42 "B Te rojpl, — aKaJeMHK yJIBIOHYJICS, TTOKA3bIBask CBOM XOPOLIO OTPEMOHTHPOBAHHBIE
3yObl, — ObLIH B MOJIe Takue TeMbl. CTaThs ObI U ceifuac MpUrouIach IJsl pa3roBopa o
¢dusukax u mupukax ¢ kubepuerukom [loneraeseim" (Shalamov, "Akademik,"
Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/3/9.html).

3 The article was published after Shalamov's first arrest in 1929 and his return in 1931 to
Moscow; he would be rearrested and sent to Kolyma three years later, as the Stalin
purges began.

4 "Nauka i khudozhestvennaia literatura," Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/library/31/9.html

45 "Pumckwuit Bcagauk Jlykpermii Kap, [...] B cBoeii mosme "O npupose Bemei" n3naraer
ydeHue DIUKypa, — 0 BbIpakeHUI0 Mapkca, "pauKaabHOT0 POCBETUTENS IPEBHUX
BpemeH"" (Ibid).
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poetry can support thought, even "foste[r] a thought's development." Shalamov writes:

[Tosma TpakTyeT pusuky Snukypa, The poem, a treatise on the physics
pa3BUBAET TEOPUIO AaTOMOB, TEOPHIO of Epicurus, develops a theory of
crpoenust mupa. [y pa3paboTku atoms, a theory of the structure of
BOIPOCOB (pritocodCKu, BOTPOCOB the world. For the development of
YHCTO HAYYHBIX M30paHa popma philosophical questions, of purely
XyJI0’)KECTBEHHOTO TTPOU3BEICHUS, scientific questions, he chose a
MCIOJIb30BaHBI CPEJICTBA UCKYCCTBA. form of artistic production, used
U 510 HE MpocTO Monyspu3aIus the medium of art. This is not
HayKH CpeACTBaMHU 1033uu. Putm, simply the popularization of
00pa3HOCTh MOAMBI HE science by means of poetry. The
MPETSITCTBYIOT, & CIIOCOOCTBYIOT rhythm, the imagery of a poem do
pa3BUTHIO MBICITH. VICKyCCTBO, not impede, but foster, a thought's
MO3TUYECKOE TBOPUYECTBO 3/1€Ch development. Art, poetic creation
HEOTACIIMMO OT HAyYHOTO is inseparable here from scientific
MblIlUIeHUs. JIOoMOHOCOB Hamucan thinking. Lomonosov wrote the
noamy "O mosb3e cTekia', KoTopas poem "On the Use of Glass,"
uMena OOJBIIYIO [0 CBOEMY BPEMEHU which had great cognitive value in
T03HABATENBHYIO IIEHHOCTH. *® its time.

Shalamov appears to be reclaiming a role for poetry in natural philosophy, effaced during
what Foucault has identified as "the organization of disciplines"*’ that began to emerge in
the sixteenth century and gathered force during Newton's time, solidifying in the
nineteenth century.*® Physical, life, and medical sciences emerged as distinct disciplines,
clearly bounded from poetry's symbolic sphere by discursive practices that privileged the
empirical and literal over the symbolic, the systematic and coherent over the aphoristic,

and the anonymous over the authorial. In medical history, for example, "the practice of

46 Thid.

47 Michel Foucault, "The Order of Discourse," in Untying the Text: A Post-Structuralist
Reader, ed. Robert Young (Boston: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1981), 59.

48 Foucault, "The Order of Discourse," 71.
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the aphorism and the commentary" gave way to "the practice of the case, of the collection
of cases, of the clinical apprenticeship."*
Poetry's previous role in communicating scientific ideas was not limited to
antiquity; poems continued to play an important role in "spreading ideas about natural
philosophy" in Newton's time, Patricia Fara and David Money argue in "Isaac Newton
and Augustan Anglo-Latin Poetry." Fara and Money write:
Although many historians of science acknowledge the extent to which Greek
and Roman ideals framed eighteenth-century thought, many classical references
in the texts they study remain obscure. Poems played an important role not only
in spreading ideas about natural philosophy, but also in changing people’s
perceptions of its value; they contributed to Newton’s swelling reputation as an
English hero.

Poetry went beyond the role of mouthpiece, actually "changing people's perceptions of"

the "value" of science and of individual scientists. According to Fara and Money, Latin

poets even influenced the "theoretical writing[s]" of Newton and other natural

philosophers:
Whereas we are conditioned by our own two-cultures divide to place Latin and
science in separate spheres, Georgian gentlemen drew no such distinctions:
Latin poets discussed what we would call scientific topics, and philosophers—
including Newton—brought their classical education to bear on their theoretical
writing.

Shalamov's encomium to Lucretius and to the marriage of science and poetry reaches

across what Fara and Money call the "two-cultures divide." At the same time, however,

Shalamov's reach is not without ambivalence. "Lomonosov wrote the poem "On the Use

of Glass,"" Shalamov observes, "which had great cognitive value in its time." Shalamov's

4 Ibid.

50 Patricia Fara and David Money, "Isaac Newton and Augustan Anglo-Latin Poetry,"
Studies in History and Philosophy of Science 35, no. 3 (2004), 549.
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praise of Lomonosov's poem in this passage is arguably faint. The qualification "in its

time" ("mo cBoemy Bpemenu") is especially telling, in light of the value Shalamov would

later explicitly place on poetry's lasting truth as opposed to science's truths, which only

hold "until tomorrow." More tellingly, perhaps, Shalamov omits praise for the poem's

aesthetic value, speaking only to its "cognitive value," long expired, at that (the poem's

"time" was the 18th century). Shalamov's second discussion of Lucretius and Lomonosov

in the same article is more explicitly ambivalent. "Verse [ the purest form of artistic

emotion in the realm of words [ " writes Shalamov, "can carry a cognitive load." The use

of verse in the realm of scientific themes "promises, on the one hand," a way to

"propagat[e] the ideas of science and technology." On the other hand, the use of verse in

the realm of scientific themes "represents" (not merely "promises") "a most field of

activity for the poet":

Bepnemcs k Jlykpenuto Kapy u
JlomonocoBy. 1 "O nipupone
Bemeit", u "O moJb3e crexna'
(hopMabHO MIPEACTABISAIOT COOOM
MIO9MBI, T. €. CTUXOTBOPHBIE
npousBeaeHus. Ectb crano ObITh
BO3MOYKHOCTh pa3padaThIBaTh
Hay4YHbIE BOIIPOCHI B CAMOM
CTECHEHHOH (pOpMe MOITHUECKOTO
TBOpuecTBa — B cTuxe. CThux —
dbopMma Hamboee YrCcToi
XYyJ0’KECTBEHHOM SMOIINH B
00JacTu C10Ba — MOKET HECTH
MO3HABaTENbHYIO Harpy3Kky. Camas
cnienu(rKa CTUXa — PUTM,
3BYKOBas OpraHu3anus —
o0J1aziaet Mo CpaBHEHHIO C
XyI0)KECTBEHHOH TIPO30id OOJIbIIIEH
CUJIOW HENIOCPEACTBEHHOIO
SMOILIMOHAIBHOTO BO3JEHCTBUS Ha
yutaresd. Mcnonb3oBaHue B 3TOU
¢dbopMe HayyHOU TeMaTUKHU CYJIUT,

20

Let us return to Lucretius
Carus and Lomonosov. Both
"On the Nature of Things" and
"On the Usefulness of Glass"
formally present themselves as
poems that is, poetic works. It
became possible to develop
scientific questions in the
most constrained form of
poetic creation--in verse.
Verse - the purest form of
artistic emotion in the realm of
words - can carry a cognitive
load. What is most specific to
verse-- thythm, sonic
organization -- has in
comparison with artistic prose
a greater power to make a
direct emotional impact on the
reader. Its use in this form of
scientific themes promises, on
the one hand, a large channel



C OJIHOI CTOPOHBI, OOJIBIIOE PYCIIO for propagating the ideas of

MpoTaras/ibl HAeH HayKu U science and technology, and
TEXHUKH, a C APYrol — on the other — represents a
MPEACTABIISET HHTEPECHEHIIIEe most interesting field of
oJie IeATENbHOCTH JJIsl TOATA. activity for the poet.

Exactly what this "field of activity for the poet" consists of, is left vague. Shalamov does
not explicitly complete the implications of the last sentence's parallel structure, namely,
that just as verse could be made to carry a cognitive load, science could be made to carry
an emotional load. "[R]hythm, sonic organization" may be deployed to impact the
reader[] even the reader of sciencell emotionally. A "most interesting field" of the poet's
activity may, it turns out, swim against the logical positivist current of science and
technology. Dystopic science fiction that scares people away from science might be one
such emotional load-bearing "field of activity." If poetry can, to refer back to Fara and
Money, change "people's perceptions of [science's] value,"*! the change might not
necessarily be in favor of science.

While Shalamov does not discuss examples of "antiscience" poetry in his 1934
article, he does cite two "antiscience" novels ("O6a pomana —antuHayuyHsl"), both by
Aleksey Tolstoy: Aelita and The Hyperboloid of Engineer Garin.”” He also describes
Aldous Huxley's Brave New World, in which "[t]he world is ruled by scientists" in "a

Golden Age" which coincides with "the Ford era" and which is "created at the cost the

1 Ibid.

52 'K coskaneHHIo, IMMPOKYIO0 YUMTATENbCKYIO MOMyIIPHOCTh HOTYdHIH POMaHbI AeKces
Toncroro "I'unep6ononn nnxenepa 'apuna" u "Asnuta"" (Shalamov, "Nauka i
khudozhestvennaia literatura").

21



loss of people's capacity for emotional life, of the forsaking of art."3? Unlike
Lomonosov's poem "On the Use of Glass," these novels are written by non-scientists>*
and address science in its modern inception, separated from the hexameters as well as the
truths of poetry. Shalamov closes the paragraph with a powerful acknowledgement of the
power of antiscience fantasy, citing the suicide of Brave New World's protagonist: "Such
a science-fantasy novel might sooner scare readers away from science, than bring them
closer to it" ("Taxoii Hay4YHO-(paHTACTHYECKUI pOMaH MOXKET CKOpee OTIIYTHYTh
qUTaTeNs OT HAYKH, YeM NMPUOIU3UTH K HEeil'").

Shalamov does mention that Huxley's novel depicts Western artists' concerns over
a science that has fallen into the hands of "the bourgeoisie," specifically the technocratic
ideals associated with the U.S. However, in his article Shalamov moves fluidly between
his discussion of "bourgeois" science and "science" in general. In addition, he does not
explain what it is that distinguishes Soviet science from Western science other than being

"young;" the very next paragraph begins:

Ho ecnu Hayunas danrazus But if the science fantasy of
XyJI0)KHUKOB 3amaja CKoBaHa UX artists of the West was
COLIMAJIbHOM CJIETIOTOM, TO KaKue shackled by their social
HEOOBSITHBIC TTEPCIIEKTHBBI blindness, what limitless
HAYYHOTO MPEIBUICHUS prospects of scientific
OTKPBIBAIOTCS B CTPaHE foresight open up in a country
m00eTOHOCHOM MOJIOION HAYKU — of victorious young

33 "B pomane Anbaoyca Xokcnu "BenukosenHblii HOBbI MUp" HPOIOBELyeTCs ues
"Hayka 1711 HeMHOTHX'". MUpOM TIpaBsAT y4eHble (CpaBHU C HACSIMU TEXHOKPATHUH B
CIIA), u 3010TOH Bek, BeAyLIMit JeToncuucienue ¢ "spoel @opaa, cozgaercs HeHoM
MOTEPH CIIOCOOHOCTH JIFOJIEH K SMOITMOHAIBHON KU3HH, 0TKa3a oT uckyccra" (Ibid.).

>4 For a description of LomonosoV's scientific activities, see "Lomonosov, Mikhail

Vasilievich," in Complete Dictionary of Scientific Biography, Encyclopedia.com,
http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1G2-2830902664.html
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B CCCP! [...] Hame Benuuaitiiee sciencel] in the USSR! [...]

Hay4HOE OyIyIIIee KT CBOETO Our greater scientific future

55 . . ..
ONHUCaHusd. awaits 1ts own writing.

The article shifts from asserting that artists of the West critiqued a bourgeois science, to
dismissing these same artists as "shackled by social blindness," which rendered them
blind to the promise of science in general. In the next passage, it becomes even less clear
how Soviet science is different from "bourgeois science," as the USSR indiscriminately

"soaks up all the scientific discoveries of the world" and "realizes" them:

CrtpaHa *aJHO BIUTHIBACT BCE The country eagerly soaks up all
Hay4HbIE OTKpPBITHS MUPA, the scientific discoveries of the
peanusyet ux. Pacmennenue atoma, world, realizes them. The
nepeauBaHue KPOBH TPYIIOB, splitting of the atom, transfusing
paboTHI IO OTIPECIICHHIO TT0JIa the blood of corpses, work on
3apojsiiia, paboTel Muuypuna, determining fetal sex, the work of
HNodde, [TaBnoBa — coTHU U Michurin, Ioffe,

THICSIYM MHTEPECHEHIINX poOdIemM Pavlovl] hundreds and thousands
KJIYT CBOETO XYHA0KECTBEHHOTO of interesting probems await their
BOILIOMIEHHs. > artistic embodiment.

It is shortly after this passage that Shalamov describes Aleksey Tolstoy's artistic
embodiment of science, that is, his "antiscience" fiction.

Shalamov's discussion of Huxley's novel and Aleksei Tolstoy's "antiscience"
fiction in his "Science and Literature" article brings the pro-science status of his own
article into question. Perhaps most tellingly, Shalamov originally introduces Lucretius as
"[t]he Roman horseman" ("Pumckuit Bcagauk"), ominously echoing the title of Pushkin's
narrative poem "The Bronze Horseman" ("Mednyi vsadnik"), in which a giant bronze

statue of Peter the Great runs down a poor young man who has lost his love to a flood

35 Shalamov, "Nauka i khudozhestvennaia literatura."

36 Tbid.
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and cursed the statue of the flood-prone city's founder in a fit of madness and rage. The
very first words of his paragraph on Lucretius are "The Roman horseman" ("Pumckuit
BcaaHUK"); two paragraphs later, "Pushkin's" ("Y Ilymkuna") opens a short, two-sentence
paragraph about Pushkin's library. Shalamov is arguably deploying poetic techniques
such as juxtaposition of words and literary references in his prose article, to generate
contrapunctual subtexts and dissonant tones that color and complicate the explicit
declarations of his prose article. Shalamov's "Science and Literature," in other words,
houses a Trojan horse, or in this case, Horseman.

Whether or not Shalamov's early "Science and Literature" article ultimately fits
the profile of its own spoof, or double, "The Unity of Science and Literature," the later
Shalamov unequivocally identifies the danger of collapsing the boundaries between
poetry and modern science. "The article would still come in handy," the academic in his
"Academic" exclaims, "for talking about physicists and lyricists using Poletaecvan
cybernetics."’ The real Igor Poletaev, whom the academic cites, writes in his 1958 book
Signals: On Certain Cybernetic Concepts (Signal (O Nekotorykh poniatiiakh
kibernetiki)):

We are nearing liberation from the fetishization [fetishizatsiia] of the human
'spirit' [dukh], soul [dusha], approaching the point where we can fully, or at least

partially, understand the essence of those material, cybernetic phenomena that
have been represented by these terms.>®

37 "B Te rojibl, — aKaJIeMUK YJIBIOHYIICS, MOKa3bIBas CBOM XOPOILIO OTPEMOHTHPOBAHHEIE
3yObl, — ObLIH B MOJIe Takue TeMbl. CTaThs ObI U ceifuac MpUroIuIach IJsl pa3roBopa o
¢dusukax u mupukax ¢ kubepuerukom [loneraeBeim" (Shalamov, "Akademik").

38 Igor Poletaev, Signal (O Nekotorykh poniatiiakh kibernetiki), Moskva: Sovetskoe

radio, 1958 (396), cited and translated by Jackson, note 110 in Notes to pages 34-35, The
Experimental Group, 256.
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As "material cybernetic phenomena," the inner lives of humans, and therefore human
behavior, could be predicted and controlled through communication. Conversely, the
"fetishization of the human soul" represented an entropic force to be overcome. Weiner's
seminal cybernetic theory sought to trouble "the entropic tendencies present within all
systems," by "examining tactics that inhibit entropy" and "develop[ing] modes of
communication that would streamline and enhance organizational structures."> As
Matthew Jackson puts it in The Experimental Group: llya Kabakov, Moscow
Conceptualism, Soviet Avant-Gardes, Wiener's cybernetics sought to "reduce the "noise"
that disrupts communication."®° If in Shklovskii's terms true art is a "device" ("priem")
that produces estrangement ("ostranenie"), deautomatizing our habitual comportments
toward our lives, then Wiener's cybernetics is anti-art, an anti-estrangement device.

The cybernetic "avalanche" threatened to turn poetry's sacred ground,
communication, into poetry's burial ground. The speaker in Slutskii's "Physicists and
Lyricists" poem suggests that all poets can do is "watch as, like foam,/our rhymes fall/and
our greatness gradually/retreats into logarithms" ("HaGat01aTh, KaK, CIIOBHO
MeHa,/onaaloT Hallli PUQMBI/M BETHYHUE CTETIEHHO/OTCTYMaeT B Jorapudmsr"). Rhythms
have been displaced by logarithms, soaring Parnassian flights by behavioral

algorighthms. Reading the poem "loga-rhythmically," mathematics has become the

exponent to which poetry must be raised to produce the greatness enjoyed by science.!

59 Jackson, Experimental Group, 34.
% Ibid., 35.

61 "In mathematics, the logarithm of a number is the exponent to which another fixed
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In Shalamov's view, Pasternak gave voice to a similar retreat, surrendering truth
to physics, in an early manuscript version of Dr. Zhivago. In a December 1953 letter
reviewing Pasternak's original, unpublished manuscript, Shalamov took issue with the
following declaration: ""When a man is overcome by the riddles of the universe, he

nn

delves into physics, and not into the hexameters of the //iad."" Shalamov's response:
"This is so, and not so." The truths to be found in physics are very few, very dubious, and
only true "until tomorrow." "Scientific truth," writes Shalamov, "is less durable than the
truth of art."%? Shalamov cites Goethe's "return" to an "old fairytale,"®*> whose poetic

attributes help him come closer to disclosing the human soul than anything that might be

proven in any scientific work:

value, the base, must be raised to produce that number." Wikipedia contributors,
"Logarithm," Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia,
http://en.wikipedia.org/w/index.php?title=Logarithm&oldid=665876925 (accessed June
7,2015).

62 ""Korma yenoBeKa 010/IEBAIOT 3arajiky BCENEHHOM, OH yriyonseTcsa B GU3UKY, a HE B
rexk3ameTpsl Unmaapr". DTo u Tak, 1 He Tak. B ¢hu3uke oH HailieT 04eHh HEMHOTO BEChMa
COMHUTEJIbHBIX UCTUH U TO UCTUH JI0 3aBTPAIITHETO JHS.

U TI'ére, 3Has1 KOCHOCTH COBPEMEHHOCTH (@ CKa3Ka Hallla MPOJI0JIKAET KUTh TAKOU ke, KaK
u 100 ner Hazazd, U TakKe IEHCTBYET Ha JACTEH ), BEPHYJICS K CTAPUHHOM CKa3Ke, 4TOOBI C
MTOMOIIIBIO €€ aTPUOYTOB MPOBO3TIACUTH TO, YTO AYIIE JIOJCH ObLITO OIMKE MOITUYECKH,
4yeM ecii Obl OBLTO JJOKa3aHO B KaKOW-THO0 HayuyHOH paboTte. HayuHbie HCTHHBI MEHEE
JIOJICOBEYHBI, YeM UCTHHBI HCKYCCTBA M K TOMY € HayKa — He IIPOIOBE/b, UCKYCCTBO
— nponoBear" (Shalamov, "V. T. Shalamov B. L. Pasternaku, Ozerki. 20 dekabria 1953
goda").

63 Shalamov may be referring to Goethe's closet drama Faust, which takes up "devil
compact" lore, or (more likely) to Goethe's alchemical fairy tale, Das Mdrchen, translated
by Thomas Carlyle as The Green Snake and the Beautiful Lily. For a discussion of
Goethe's alchemical motifs, see Ronald Gray, Goethe the Alchemist: A Study of
Alchemical Symbolism in Goethe's Literary and Scientific works, Cambridge, England:
Cambridge University Press, 1952.
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N I'ére, 3Has1 KOCHOCTH And Goethe, knowing modern
COBPEMEHHOCTH (a CKa3Ka Hala conservatism (our fairy tale is just
MPOJIOJKAET KUTh TAKOU Ke, KaK U as alive as it was 100 years ago,
100 et Ha3axd, U TaK)Ke EHCTBYET Ha and still moves children), has
JieTeil), BEpHYJICS K CTApUHHOM CKa3Ke, returned to an old tale, to

9TOOBI C ITOMOIIBIO €€ aTPUOYTOB proclaim, with the help of its
MPOBO3TIIACUTH TO, YTO JAYIIE JIIOJCH attributes, what comes closer to
OBLIIO OJIMKE MOITUYECKU, YEM €CIIH the human soul poetically than if
ObI OBIJIO JOKA3aHO B KAKOK-TNOO it had been proven in any
HayuHoOif pabore. ¢4 scientific work.

Here Shalamov softens the boundary between creative prose and poetry, observing that
Goethe's retelling of a fairy tale approaches the human soul "poetically." Shalamov
writes, in "(About My Prose)": "Poetry is as far removed from science, as creative prose
is distinct from the scientific" (I1o023us nacmonvko daneka om HAYKU, HACKOILKO
meopueckas nposa omaudna om Hayunoir).®

Shalamov returns to science's inadequacy before the human soul, in his 1970s
essay "Sound Repetition[] A Search for Meaning (Observations on Poetic Harmony"
("38yKro0601i nosmop — nouck cmvicia (3amemku o cmuxosou capmonuu'). The human
brain remains unpredictable, and therefore closed off to science: "[t]hose billions of nerve
cells, which comprise the human brain, alas, are not able to help cybernetics predict the
appearance of specific combinations of these nerve cells[.]" Science, which seeks "to
make accurate predictions," runs aground on humans' aesthetic capacity. "[A]n
observation of the brain's artistic abilities," he writes, cannot be turned "into a science

experiment":

64 Shalamov, "V. T. Shalamov B. L. Pasternaku, Ozerki. 20 dekabria 1953 goda".

65 "(About My Prose)."
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Te muiuMappl HEPBHBIX KIIETOK, U3

KOTOPBIX COCTOUT YeJIOBEUECKHI
MO3T, YBbI, HE MOTYT IIOMOYb
KHOepHETUKaM MPEeABUIETh
MOSIBIICHUE ONPEACIICHHON

Those billions of nerve cells,
which comprise the human brain,
alas, are not able to help
cybernetics predict the
appearance of specific

combinations of these nerve
cells, not able to turn an
observation of the brain's artistic
abilities into a science
experiment and enable us to
make accurate predictions. The
probability of prediction here
equals null. This bears witness,
that in this case we are talking

KOMOWHAIIMH YTUX HEPBHBIX KIIETOK,
HE MOTYT HaOJIOACHUE 32
XYH0KECTBEHHBIMHU CIIOCOOHOCTSIMU
MO3ra MPEBPATUTh B HAYYHBIH
SKCIEPUMEHT U JIaTh HaM
BO3MOXHOCTH TOUHOTO
npeackaszanus. BepoarHocTh
npe/ICKa3aHus TyT paBHa HYI0. DTO
CBHUJICTEIIbCTBYET, YTO B JAHHOM
cilydae pedb UAET 00 3CTETUYECKUX about aesthetic categories — those
KaTerOpHsIX — OHU-TO U OJCP>KUBAIOT that are gaining victory in our
no0e/y Ha HAIIuX riasax.® eyes.

Poems and fairy tales, which tell truths about humans that exceed the discursive
capabilities of science, likewise resist science's predictive powers. Science can neither

account for art, nor for the soul that creates it.

66 Shalamov, "3ByK0BO#i MOBTOP — MOUCK CMBICTA: (3aMETKH O CTHXOBOH TapMOHHUN)."
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CHAPTER III
POETRY AS "THIRD LANGUAGE"

In July 1956, Shalamov wrote that poetry, above all other arts, is well suited for
reflection on life's fate.®” Rhyme, musical rhythms, alliteration and "intonation" are
instruments of sense that exceed the grasp of logic; poetry's capacity for truth exceeds
even its deployment in the "arsenal of philosophy," exemplified by Lucretius' "rhythmic

treatise" On the Nature of Things (de rerum natura).®®

For Shalamov, poetry's truth
emerges not as a treatise, but as a conversation ("6ecena") between human and world; the
conversation takes place "in some kind of third language."
For me, poetry has never been a game or amusement. I have considered verses to
be the coversation of a human with the world in some kind of third language,
well understood by both human and world, though they may have different
native languages.®’

As a third language in which human and world converse and commune, poetry is thus for

87 "CruxotBOpHas GopMa B CBOEM Pa3BUTHHM MOKa3aa BO3ZMOKHOCTH OCOOEHHEIE,
oKa3zajach HE3pUMO IIUpPE U TIy0xke F000ro Ipyroro HCKyCcCTBa — MY3BIKH, dKUBOIHCH,
ckyasnTypbl" (Shalamov, "V.T. Shalamov — B.L. Pasternaku, Turkmen, 12 iiulia 1956

g").

%8 "Ona mokasasa BO3MOKHOCTE Pa3MBIIUICHUS HAJ CyIb0aMU KU3HH, BO3MOXKHOCTb,
MIPEBOCXOIAIIYI0 B HEKOTOPOM BaKHOM OTHOIIIEHUH CPEJICTBA XYI0)KECTBEHHOH MPO3HI,
XO0Ts1 ObI (HE TOBOPS YKe 0 COOCTBEHHO (PUI0CO(HH) ITH CTUXOTBOPHBIC PA3MBIIIICHUS
HE MCIOJIB3YIOT UCKIIIOUUTENBHO apceHan (puinocopuu (Kak 3To ObUIO B pPUTMHU30BAHHOM
tpakrtare Jlykperus Kapa, nanpumep)[32]. Ho camyro npupoay cBOr0 3BYKOBYIO U CBOE
PUTMEHHOE MY3BIKaJIbHOE HAYallo JIeJaeT CPeICTBOM UCKaHUs UCTHHBI. Hukakoe npyroe
HCKYCCTBO HE 00J1aJjaeT Takoh BaykHO# ocoOeHHoCThI0" (Ibid.).

69 "1 MeHSI HUKOT1a CTHXHU HE OBbLIH urpoii u 3a6aBoii. S cuuran ctuxu Gecenoit

YeJI0BeKa ¢ MUPOM Ha KaKOM-TO TPEThEM S3bIKE, XOPOIIO MTOHATHOM U YEJIOBEKY U MHPY,
XOTS pOJIHBIE-TO sI3bIKH y HUX pasHbie” (Ibid.).
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Shalamov a bridge language, a lingua franca. Shalamov perhaps refers to this "third

language" in the twelfth canto (Canto XI) of his Atomnaia poema; "[T]hey will tell," he

writes,

Kak BeIroBapuBai ciona, [h]ow I uttered words
Kaxkue 3natot gepena, the trees know,
JKUBOTHBIC M ITUIIBI, the animals and birds,

A 4enoBe4ecKylo peub and human speech

Bcerna crapaincs nmpubepedn I always strove to set aside
Ha nydiue cTpaHuipL. on the best pages.”

The third language is "uttered" ("BeiroBapuBan"), and it is "words" ("cioBa") that are
"uttered," whereas the language native to humans, "speech" ("peus"), is implicitly
written. On the best pages ("Ha myumme crpanuist”), human speech is set aside. Human
speech is thus set aside not on, but for the best pages. For the best pages, words are
uttered, words that the trees know, the animals and birds." "[E]verything, that I
wholeheartedly whispered," writes Shalamov in his poem "On Song" ("O pesne"),
"Everything, that sounded faultless/In this mountain language, --" is "not given to

translation/Into human language." He writes, in the fourth section of "On Song":

He nnst aHIOTHHBIX JIH TTIA30K, Surely it wasn't for pansies' eyes,

He msa nobacTeIx 1y KaMHEH Surely it wasn't for rock faces,

S counHUI HEMAJO CKa30K That I composed more than a few tales,

ITo o6pasmy Yerbn-Musneit? Modelled after Saints' Lives?

Ho Bce, urto s menTan cepaeaHo But everything, that I wholeheartedly whispered
JlepeBbsiM, CKallaM U peke, To the trees, the crags and the river,

Bce, uTo 3Byqano 6e3ynpeuno Everything, that sounded faultless

Ha sTtom ropaowm si3bike, — In this mountain language, --

[Icanmel, 37€TUN U OJTBI, The psalms, elegies and odes,

UTo s 1151 HUX cllaraTh MPUBBIK, That I used to compose for them,

70 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto XI.
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He nopnatorcst nepeBony Are not given to translation

Ha gyenoBeueckuii s3bIK. Into human language.

Tak B ueM perieHbe TOH 3a/1a4u, So where is the solution to this problem,
OHO cOBCEM HE B ITyCTAKaX. It is not at all in trifles.

B tom, uT006 TETpank Tpsciack OT It is in this, that the notebook shakes from
miaya crying

B m00BIX HATPYKEHHBIX pyKax. | In any work-worn hands.

The "solution" to the "problem" of communicating to human readers what has been
"whispered to the trees, the crags and the river" consists, not in translation into human
language, but in a viscerally experienced "notebook" that shakes from the crying of its
reader, a fellow survivor with "work-worn hands." If poetry is a "third language" between
human and world, tears are a kind of third language between reader and poem.

The dying poet in Shalamov's homage to Osip Mandelstam, the 1954 short story’?
"Cherry Brandy" ("Sherri-brendi"), has neither the resources nor the need to write down

his compositions:

Camoe nyudriee To, YTO HE 3aMMCcaHo, The best was that which was not written
YTO COYMHEHO U MCYE3JI0, PacTasjio down, which was rejected and

0e3 ciema, ¥ TOJIBKO TBOpYECKas disappeared, melted without a trace, and
PaaocTh, KOTOPYIO OLIYIIAET OH U only the creative labor that he sensed
KOTOPYIO HH C YEM HE CIyTaTh, and could not possibly confuse with
JTIOKa3bIBAET, YTO CTUXOTBOPEHUE anything else proved that the poem had
OBLJIO CO3/IaHO, YTO MIPEKPACHOE been created, that beauty had been

"1"On Song" is the first poem in the "High Lattitudes" cycle (Vysokie shiroty) of
Shalamov's Kolyma Notebooks (Kolymskie tetradi). A second, shorter poem with the
same title ("O pesne") also appears in his "Postman's Bag" cycle of his Kolyma
Notebooks.

72 Shalamov writes, in "<O Mandel'shtame>": "Teneps s npoury pacckas "Illeppu-
Opennu". Pacckas Hanucan B 1954 romy, Korna s nucai ero, s He 3HaJl, 4TO
ManpensinTama Bce 3HAIOT U Tak. BO3MOXXHO, Tereps sl Hanucan Obl 3TOT pacckas mo-
apyromy. A Tenepb cam pacckas./ S ckasky tebde ¢ mocnenneii/ [Ipsmoroit:/ Bee mumb —
Opennu, meppu-openan,/ Auren mo[i#]" (Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/library/21/54.html).
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66110 co31ano. " | created.”
In this extreme instance, the poems may not even have been uttered aloud. Here, the
poem is beauty itself ("mpekpacHoe"), created ("co3ngano") through creative labor
("TBOpueckas pagocts"). Unwritten and unspoken, the poem is Beauty itself, a kind of
Platonic love child between human and world.

Whether the bridge between worlds is a "third language" or "beauty," whether it
is written or uttered or simply "melts without a trace" ("pacrasmo 6e3 ciena"), the
boundaries between worlds must be respected for a "conversation" to emerge. Shalamov
writes in his 1971 essay "(o moei proze)" that "[a] scientist cannot quote from a poetic
work, for they are different worlds" ("Yd4eHbIit He MOXKET IPUBOIUTE ITUTATHI U3
0STUYECKOT0 TIPOU3BeIeHus, n60 5To pasHele Muphl").”> "Norbert Wiener quotes from
poetry and philosophy,"’® Shalamov writes, but fails to acknowledge "the language

barriers" ("s13p1K0BBIE Oapbepbl"):

DTO AeNaeT 4YeCTh IPYAULUU This does honor to the erudition of
KHOCPHETHUKOB, HO TIPH YE€M TYT cybernetics, but where does it leave poetry.
no33us. Hajgo sicHO NOHSATS, 4TO It needs to be clearly understood, that the
TPAHMIIBI A3BIKA, SI3BIKOBBIE OApbephl — boundaries of language, the language
HEMPEOJOTUMEL. |...] barriers arel] insurmountable. [...]

Like a trophy captured from a conquered city, perhaps even like the art placed in the
service of convicts’ tattoos and the playing cards made of a cut-up Victor Hugo novel in

Shalamov's short story "On Tick," the honor only goes one way: in this case, in the

73 "Sherri-brendi," Shalamov.ru., http://shalamov.ru/library/2/14.html
4 Glad, Kolyma Tales, 72.
75 Shalamov, "(o moei proze)."

76 "Hop6ept Bunep npuBOAUT HUTATHI U3 M09TOB 1 punocodos” (Ibid.).
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VY4eHblii, KOTOPBIHA B CBOCH HAYYHOU
(paboTe) IUTHPYET KaKHe-TO CTPOKH
to I'enbaepinna, To I'ere, TO
AHTUYHBIX aBTOPOB, JOKA3bIBAET
TOJIBKO, YTO OH 00paIaeTcst TOIBKO K
COJZIEpKaHUIO, K MBICIIH, OTBEpras
camylo IyIly, CaMyl0 CyTh IT033HH.
[...] B 'omepe uniyt He rek3aMeTphl,
a IIpO3au4ecKuil, CMbICIOBOI
OTPBIBOK, a ACHCTBUTEIbHBIN
MOATEKCT MT033UH HENIEPEBOUM —
Huvero apyroro y 'omepa u B3sTh
HENb34.

direction of cybernetics, at poetry's expense. The poem is mined for its contents in a pithy

excerpt, while "the very soul, the very essence of poetry," is cast aside:

A scientist who in his research
(work) quotes some lines of
Holderlin, of Goethe, of the ancient
authors, only demonstrates that he is
drawn solely to the content, to the
thoughts, rejecting the very soul, the
very essence of poetry. [...] In
Homer they are not seeking
hexameters, but prosaic,
suppositional excerpts, while the real
subtext of the poetry is
untranslatable -—nothing else can be
taken from Homer.

Poetry's language is "untranslatable" ("HenepeBoaum"), but not for the same reason that
Leo Tolstoy's "absolute language" (with reference to Gary Saul Morson) is
unparaphrasable. To try to pry a poem's meaning loose from its hexameters, its iambs and
trochees, would be like trying to extract a snowflake from its crystalline structure.
"Le poéme —" in the words of Paul Valéry, is "cette hésitation prolongée entre le son et
le sens."”” As "hesitation between" sound and sense, poetry cannot be reduced to its
sound or to its sense; poetry is equivocation, not equatable.

Shalamov refers to a poem's structure as its "sonic framework" (38yxosoii kapxac)
in his essay "Sound Repetitionl] A Search for Meaning (Observations on Poetic

Harmony":

"7 Paul Valéry, "Rhumbs," in Tel Quel, Euvres, 11, ed. Jean Hytier (Paris: Gallimard,
1960), 637. Quoted in Hendrik Birus, Sebastian Donat, and Burkhard Meyer-Sickendiek
(Gottingen: Wallstein, Roman Jakobson's Gedichtanalysen: Eine Herausforderung an die
Philologien, 2003), 206, note 21.
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The sonic framework [] it is the 3BYKOBOM KapKac — 3TO U €CTh Ta
very artistic fabric on which are caMasi XyJ10’K€CTBEHHas TKaHb, Ha
woven the most complex KOTOPOW BBIIIIMBAIOTCS] CAMBIE
philosophical embroidered patterns. CJIOKHBIE PUIOCOPCKUE Y30PbI.

It is itself a domain of world CaMocTosiTenbHast 00J1aCTh TO3HAHUS
knowledge... mupa...’s

Philosophical knowledge can no more be disentangled from a poem's "sonic framework"
than can patterns be lifted from the fabric on which they are embroidered. Echoes of
Jakobson's "recurrent "figure of sound"" might be heard in Shalamov's 1970s poetic
framing; Jakobson writes, in his much-cited "Closing Statement":

No doubt, verse is primarily a recurrent "figure of sound." Primarily,

always, but never uniquely. Any attempts to confine such poetic conventions

as meter, alliteration, or rhyme to the sound level are speculative

reasonings without any empirical justification. The projection of the

equational principle into the sequence has a much deeper and wider

significance. Valéry 's view of poetry as "hesitation between the sound

and the sense" (cf. 426) is much more realistic and scientific than any bias

of phonetic isolationism. 7’
Shalamov's philosophically embroidered "sonic framework" arguably resonates with
Jakobson's Valerian vision of "hesitation between" sound and sense. However, in his
much earlier essay, "About My Prose," Shalamov swerves from embroidery and
hesitation, strongly privileging acoustics and dismissing a poem's philosophical content

as a mere "slip." Shalamov's earlier view verges on what Jakobson characterized as

"phonetic isolationism."

8 Varlam Shalamov, " Zvukovoi povtor — poisk smysla (zametki o stikhovoi
garmonii)," Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/21/62.html

7 Roman Jakobson, in reference to Paul Valéry's observation in "Rhumbs" (Tel Quel,
(Euvres, 11, 637), that "Le poeme — cette hésitation prolongée entre le son et le sens."
Jakobson, "Closing Statement: Linguistics and Poetics," in Style in Language, ed.
Thomas Sebeok (Cambridge, MA: Technology Press of Massachusetts Institute of
Technology, 1960), 367.
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Shalamov writes in "About My Prose": "For the poet a philosophical slip - all this
is in passing, derived as a result of his main work with purely sonic material."*" The
poem's "sonic material" is its soul, its essence, whereas any philosophical content is a
mere slip of the tongue. Returning to the poetry-quoting scientist, the scientist looks past
the poem's sonic material, to the "philosophical slip." "What was for poetry an ancillary
task," writes Shalamov, "a chance slip of the tongue, the scientist picks out and includes
in his antipoetic argument."®! To cite poetry in a scientific argument not only does
violence to poetry; it enlists poetry against itself. Yet the poem abides; any poetry science
touches will prove to be only the incidental, inessential elements. The poem's "real
subtext" (meiicTBUTENBHBIN OATEKCT) cannnot be "taken" ("B3sITh HENMB34").

If science is inherently "antipoetic" and the barrier between the language of
science and the language of poetry is "insurmountable," then no bridge, no "third
language" is possible. For a third language to emerge between poetry and science, as
between human and world, a conversationl] a mutually transforming encounterl] must be
possible. Shalamov's 1958 poem "Crystals" ("Kristally") addresses the birth of this third
language, the distillation of human speech into poetic utterance. The poem's concluding
lines present poetry not as a setting-aside of human speech, but as an almost alchemical
transmutation, a crystallization: "Versel] it is crystals,/Crystals of our speech" ("Ctuxu —

sto Kristally,/Kristally nameii peun"). Verse materializes as "Snowflake-strophes"

80 st mosTa punocodckas 0GMONBKA — Bce 3TO MOMYTHO, IIPOM3BOIHO B Pe3yIbTaTe
€ro IJIaBHOM paboThI ¢ YUCTO 3BYKOBBIM MatepuaioM” (Shalamov, "(o moei proze)").

81 "To, uTo A1 MO3UM OBLIO MOCOOHOM 3aauei, crydaitHoii 06GMOJIBKOI, TO YdeHbIit
MMOAXBATHIBAET, BKJIIOYACT B CBOIO aHTUIIOATHYECKYIO aprymeHnTanuio” (Ibid.).
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("cuexuaku-cTpodur"), "meticulous poetry/of an ancient measure" ("Toub-B-TOUYB
ctuxoTBopeHbe/CrapuHHoro pazmepa') whose "clear structure" ("uerkoe ctpoeHne")
dates back to the Homeric age ("Eme ¢ Bpemen ['omepa —"). The snowflake-strophes,
indeed, appear to crystallize ancient Greek culture: they are "clutching a single law,/The
symmetry of the universe,/Of addition and division/And of excellent clarity" ("Exun
3aKOH cleTUIeHbs,/CuMMeTpiH BeelneHHoM,/CrioxkeHnbs U aeneHbs/M yetkoctu
oTMeHHOM.").%?

"Crystals" wields a dissonant anti-strophe, however: Against the Homeric vision
of clear structure and symmetry, the poem opens with a stray "anapest" wandering around
in a nighttime blizzard ("B nounoit merenu 6enoii/Cxuraercs ananect"). The snowflake-
strophes are "flying," moreover, "[w]here iambs and trochees,/like flashes of a
catastrophe/are routed in the empyrean" ("Jletsit cuexxunku-crpodsL,/I'ne sMObI 1
xopeu,/Kak 6nectku karactpodsl/Pazrpoma B smmupee"). The dys-strophic snowflake-
strophes ("cHexxunku-cTpo¢s") encounter catastrophe ("karactpodst"), both in flying
and in thyme. Troy's fiery fall is invoked by the ash-like snowflakes falling in the midst
of catastrophe and defeat or rout ("Pasrpoma"), and by the word for "structure,"
"ctpoense," Troy's (soft) rhymesake, in the first line of the very next stanza. The
snowflake-strophes' subsequent "clutching" of "the single law," together with the weight
of the snowflakes "crushing the shoulders" ("Cuexxunku nassat miueun'), evoke Aeneas

clutching his household gods with his father on his back, as he flees the fallen city.

"Crystals" echoes Mandelstam's encounter with "the Greeks" in his ironic 1931

82 Varlam Shalamov, "Kristally," Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/9/36.html
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ode to cherry brandy: "Where to a Hellene/Gleamed beauty,/To me from black holes/
Gapes shame" ("Tam, rae smnuny cusina/Kpacota,/MHe U3 YepHBIX JIbIp
susma/Cpamota"); "Where Greeks sped Helen/Over waves,/Salt foam spits/In my face"$?
("I'pexu coonaunu Eneny/Ilo Bonnam,/Hy, a MHe -- conennoii nenoi/I1o rydam"). The
tidy symmetry of the universe, of addition and subtraction, the excellent clarity and
beauty, ring false to modern ears. Shalamov's "Crystals" evokes not only the fall of Troy,
but the fall of humanism associated with ancient Greece. "Crystals" evokes the utopic
Crystal Palace made infamous by Dostoevsky's underground man, the perverse
paradoxicalist for whom 2 x 2 = 5, for whom humanism's scion logical positivism falls
absurdly short in the face of human unreason, spite, and love of suffering. "And in our
day science is handed,/proffered an ingenious plan/by some kind of Homer," Afomnaia
poema's speaker wryly comments, yet science, with its "verses" and its "faith," all its

"authority and might," will never completely shatter the abyss ("mpomacts"), "even if

everything under/its thumb, breathing with malice/and angst, longed to split itself™:

W B Hamm qHU HAyKe JaH, And in our day science is handed,
[Toackazan reHHabHBIN TUTaH proffered an ingenious plan
Kakum-au0ynes I'omepom. by some kind of Homer.

U ozapstoT cpasy, BAPYT, And the path of positive science
[TyTh MOJIOKUTENHHBIX HAYK will be illuminated all at once,
Ero ctuxu u Bepa, suddenly, its verses and faith,
Ero moryiecTBo 1 B1acTb, its authority and might,

KoTtopsiM cponty HE mpomnacTs, by which the abyss will never
Hagek He pazmenbuuThes, shatter itself and for all,

8 Glad, Kolyma Tales, 68.
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Xots OBl Bce, 9TO TIOJT PYKOH, even if everything under
JpImia u 3710001 ¥ TOCKOM, its thumb, breathing with malice
JKenano 6 pacuenutses. and angst, longed to split itself.
Positive science, its path illuminated by a "plan," Homeric in its clarity and symmetry, its
beauty in order, can never eliminate the abyss. Things will always get lost, go missing, on
its clean, well-lighted path. "Propast' connotes both "abyss" and "to be lost, missing:"
"propast" could indicate the noun "abyss" or the verb "to be lost, missing" depending on
where the stress falls. In this passage, the rhyme and stress pattern of the previous line
(ending in "i vlast') dictates that the stress falls on the second half of "propast',”
indicating the noun meaning "abyss." The heteronym's other meaning, "to be lost or
missing," is nevertheless in play. The darkness of the abyss obscures science's
illuminating discoveries, losing one's way undermines the path of positive science.

An untitled poem Shalamov wrote four years after Atomic Poem that conjures
"future Hiroshima" ("budushchaia Khirosima") begins with a travesty of Genesis: "Gold,

purple and lilac,/ Gray, blue is the light" ("3omotoii, mypmypHsIii 1 unoBbIA,/Cepbii,

CUHUH CBeT,"):

30J10TOM, MypPIYPHBIA U JTUITOBBIH, Gold, purple and lilac,

Ceppblii, cHHUII CBET, Gray, blue is the light,

BoT 0HO, KOIITYHCTBEHHOE CJIOBO, Behold it, the sacrilegious word,

U cnacenbs HeT. And no salvation.

Bot oHa — B KpOBaBBIX KJIOYbSIX JIbIMA, Behold her - in bloody wisps of smoke,
B sanoBuroii mrie. in poisonous mist.

bynymas Xupocruma Future Hiroshima

Bcrana Ha 3emie. rises above the earth.

Kak ria3ype — 3e5eHblil KpUK 0Xora, Like a glaze — the green cry of a burn
CrutaBrieHHBIN B CTEKJIO. fuses in glass.

8 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto VII.19-30.
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Bor ona, 310Bemas nopora, Behold her, sinister road,
Mupogoe 310. worldly evil.

JleByIIKe Ciernoi OroHb MmoXxapa A blind girl, flames of a fire
OO6xwuraer B30p. burn out her gaze.

...O cynp0e Bcero 3eMHOTO I1apa ...On the fate of the entire world
Hauat pasrosop. the talks have begun.

1959%° 1959

The abyss of future Hiroshima rises above the earth: "Behold her - in bloody wisps of
smoke,/ in poisonous mist." What is missing, lost, is evoked by the blinded girl. If
Creation began with the word, followed by light, here light heralds the end, future
Hiroshima, the abyss. The conversation between human and world, lyricist and physicist
over "worldly evil" takes place in a blasphemous tongue, uttering the "sacreligious word.

Shalamov's 1959 poem "Marie Curie" addresses the Faustian promise of science.
"Was it not for the sake of life," the poem's interlocutor asks, "that she opened to us/this
very same radium/by which she was smitten?" (He orcusnu paszee paou/ Omxpuvina nam
ona/ Bom smom camwiii paouti,/ Komopwim cpascena?)®® Radium, used in treating

cancer,®” was "opened to us" literally "for the sake of life."%® Marie Curie and her

85 Shalamov, "Zolotoi, purpurnyi i lilovyi," Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/library/9/78 . html

8 Varlam Shalamov, "Mariia Kiuri," in Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomach, tom 7, 132-
133.

87 "Radium is used to produce radon, a radioactive gas used to treat some types of
cancer." Thomas Jefferson National Accelerator Facility,"It's Elemental: The Element
Radium," Office of Science Education, http://education.jlab.org/itselemental/ele088.html

88 "Radium" is derived from the Latin "radius," or "ray" (David Ball, "Elemental
Etymology: What's in a Name?," AS). The Russian word for "radium" (radii) begins with
"rad," a coincidental homonym with the "rad" in "radi," "for the sake of," which in turn

shares a root with "radost'," Russian for "joy," and "rad," Russian for "pleased" or "glad,"
as in "glad to meet you."

39



husband Pierre "refrained from patenting the process" of isolating radium, Julius Liniecki
notes, "in the belief that the potential benefits to society from the new element—
especially in medicine—were too great to keep to themselves."®® The speaker in
Shalamov's poem is reflecting on an exhibit of Marie Curie's radioactive notebook at a

Brussels exposition shortly after her death from radiation exposure in 1934:

Hespumoro cBeuenus A poisoned flow
OTpaBiIeHHBIN MMOTOK; indiscernibly glowing;
XpaHAmui n3yyeHue holding radiation,
TeTpamovHbIl JTUCTOK... the notebook leaf...

JlexuT MMCTOK MoJIBEKa, Lying half a century,
350BeLInid, KaK aH4ap, sinister, like the anchar,

OH -- TOpJI0CTh YeNloBeKa, the paper [l pride of humanity,
Pazo6mauenne vap. unmasking charms.

[Tpupoas! yap HE3PUMBIX, Nature's indiscernible

['ne mpeaBocxuIEeHbI charms, where portents rise
IToxxapbl XupocuMsl of Hiroshima's fires

W smepHOi BOMHBI. and nuclear war.

W TbI -- OTKPBITHS KEPTBA, And you U the victim of discovery,
Cknopnosckas- Kropw, Sklodowska-Curie,

JIucrok -- TBOe GeccmepThe, the paper [J your immortality,
JoGeitcs u cropu.” you achieve as you burn.

"Sinister, like the anchar," the notebook's "poisoned flow" portends "Hiroshima's
fires/and nuclear war," and is yet the "pride of humanity."’! Radium, despite its medical

charms, brings death.

% Julian Liniecki, "Medicine after the Discovery of Radium," Chemistry International
33, no. 1 (2011), http://www.iupac.org/publications/ci/2011/3301/9 liniecki.html

%0 Shalamov, "Mariia Kiuri."
%! Uranium rather than radium was ultimately deployed in the nuclear bomb that

devastated Hiroshima, and plutonium was used on Nagasaki. See "Types of Nuclear
Weapons," Preparatory Commission for the Comprehensive Nuclear-Test-Ban Treaty
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"Marie Curie" plays on the partial homonyms "anuap" (anchar, the poisonous

Upas tree) and "gap" (the genitive plural of charms), to suggest the deadly charm of
Eden's forbidden tree. The image of the "anchar," or "Upas tree" also evokes Pushkin's
1828 poem "Anchar," originally published as "Anchar, Poison Tree" ("Anchar, dreva
iada").”” "Nature" has an "ominous quality" in Pushkin's "Anchar," writes John
Mersereau Jr., "exuding its poisonous resin" which a tsar puts to deadly use:

Nature has a more ominous quality in "The Upas tree" ("Anchar," 1828),

which paints a picture of a solitary tree growing in a pestilential desert,

exuding its poisonous resin and shunned by bird and beast. But a tsar

sacrifices a servant to get the poison, which he puts on his arrows to kill

his neighbors.”?
Through its invocation of Pushkin's "Anchar," "Marie Curie" casts radium as Nature's
potential poison, put to murderous use by the powerful. In the "third language" of poetry,

"Marie Curie" expresses a truth about the relationship between humans and Nature that a

scientific proof could not.

Organization, http://www.ctbto.org/nuclear-testing/types-of-nuclear-weapons/

Radium was used in the atomic bombs envisioned by H.G. Wells, in his 1914 novel The
World Set Free.

2 Wachtel writes: "This dark poem reflects Pushkin's thoughts on the origin of evil. The
title is mysterious even to Russians; it would appear that this was the first time the word
"anuap" was used in Russian. Pushkin himself felt it necessary to gloss it as "npeBa siga"
U literally: "Tree of Poison." (Actually, in the first publication, it was not a gloss, but
simply a part of the title: "Anuap, npesa siga.")" Wachtel, 4 Commentary to Pushkin’s
Lyric Poetry, 1826—1836 (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2012), 107-108.

%3 John Mersereau Jr., "The Nineteenth Century: Romanticism, 1820-1840," in The

Cambridge History of Russian Literature, ed. Charles Moser (Cambridge University
Press, 1999 (Google version)), 182.
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"Marie Curie"'s "anchar" evokes the destructive potential, not only of science and
of Nature, but of verse itself. To invoke Pushkin's "Anchar" is to invoke a tradition in
which verses can catalyze death: "[Pushkin's] poem is powerful and suggestive,"
Mersereau writes, "as Turgenev demonstrated in his story "A Quiet Spot," where
knowledge of these verses catalyzes the heroine's suicide."* "Poetry scalds, as it comes
to us," writes Shalamov in "(About My Prose)":"[] and is this not literary hypnotism?"
(I1o23us ckanvb008, Kak oHa 00X00um 00 HAC, — U He eCMb Jid MO JTUMepamyposeoueckull
aunnomuzm?) *>With hypnotic charms as ambivalent as Nature's, literature can scald as it
saves.

Shalamov's Atomnaia poema explicitly references neither the "anchar" nor
Pushkin's "Anchar." However, his poema does arguably play on the resemblance and
possible etymological kinship®® between "s20" (poison) and "siapo" (core, nucleus, as in
"nuclear war"), evoking the "poison" which appears in the original title of Pushkin's
"Anchar" poem ("Anchar, dreva iada"). Canto III opens with "This split core" ("To
pacwennennoe s0po"), suggesting the destructive force of atomic splitting by sounding
the kinship between "core" (s10po) "poison" (s20). The anchar's poisonous charm might

also be heard in Canto V's concluding lines, which refer to taking poison on realizing that

% Ibid., 108.
%5 Shalamov, "(o moei proze)."
%6 Both words potentially share a common origin in the Greek words 0ido¢ "tumor",

oiddm "swell," and OUG ei3, "boil." See entries for "san" and "snpo," in Slovar’
Fasmera/Vasmer's Etymological Dictionary.
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"[t]he core in any flower,/ In any chiseled petal/ Is ready to split itsel[f]""7 (Korza sapo B

mobom 1Betke,/ B mob6om ToueHom nenectke/ 'oToBo pacmenutsbe|s]"):

Ho s He 3Ha10, KaK MHE KUTh, But I don't know how I am to live,
W g He 3Ha10, Kak MHE OBITh: and I don't know how I am to be:
TpaBUTbCS UIIb ONUTHCH, whether to drink poison or to drink,
Korna simpo B 1r060M 11BETKE, when the core in any flower,

B m060M TOueHOM JienecTke in any chiseled petal

I'oToBo pacmenuThes.” is ready to split itself.

The lines evoke the forfeited cup of Mandel'shtam's untitled 1935 poem that begins "3a

rpeMydyro J00JeCTh TPATYIINUX Beko[B]":

3a rpemydyto 100JeCTh TPSITYIIUX BEKOB, For the thundering valor of ages to come,
3a BBICOKOE IJIEMsI JIIOJEH, — For the lofty tribe of humankind,

S muImummncs M 9amuy Ha TUpe OTIOB, I'm deprived of a cup at my father's feast,
U Becenbs, u uectu cBoeit.”’ Of happiness, and of honor.!?

While the speaker in Mandel'shtam poem has forfeited his cup at his "father's feast,"
however, Atomnaia poema's speaker contemplates a poisoned cup, deprived even of the
core in any flower, any chiseled petal.

In a tenuous and flickering "third language," Atomnaia poema holds a

conversation between science and poetry, a conversation that never completely

7 The line might also be read in light of Tolstoy's description of Anna Karenina's
chiseled appearance in Anna Karenina, as well as Anna's psychic and literal splitting
within the novel.

%8 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto V.13-18.

9 Osip Mandel’shtam, “Za gremuchuiu doblest griadushchikh vekov,” Pycckas
BUpTYyalibHasi OMOINOTEKA,

http://rvb.ru/mandelstam/01text/vol 3/01versus/Olversus/3 029.htm

190 Osip Mandel’shtam, "For the thundering valor of ages to come..." From the Ends to

the Beginning. A Bilingual Anthology of Russian Verse, russianpoetry.net,
http://max.mmlc.northwestern.edu/mdenner/Demo/texts/thundering_valor.html
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transcends "the ancient quarrel" (B cmapunnom smom cnope'®') between philosophers
and poets.'? Like Marie Curie's radium and Pushkin's "Anchar," Shalamov's relentlessly
ambivalent poema presents its reader with both healing and radioactive potentials. If the
ideal poem is a "device" (priyem) that estranges, Shalamov's Afomic Poem is a device

that threatens to split.

101 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, X.25-27.

102 Note: The line may also refer to the ancient dispute between Job and God.
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CHAPTER 1V

SHALAMOV'S ATOMIC POEM

Carmina sublimis tunc sunt peritura Lucreti,

exitio terras cum dabit una dies.

i. Background

3akoHYMI ceifiyac BUEpHE OOIBIIIOE
ctuxorBopenue (ctpok Ha 300) o
pacuieruiennu atoma|.| Koneuno, He B
miaHe Xupocumbl, 60MO, paKeTHBIX
camoseToB U np. Ho ecnu kaxapiit
aTOM MaTepUH TauT B cebe
B3pBIBYATYIO CHITY, TO 3TUM
0OHapy>XHBaeTCs BCA ITyOOKas,
3aTaeHHas BPaXJIeOHOCTh MUPA,
TOJILKO IPUTBOPSIOLIETOCS] HEXHBIM U
KPaCHUBBIM, U BCE — CHPEHb, [IBETH —
HE MOXET HE BBITJISACTh TENeph
uHaue. [...] A, MOXKeET ObITh,
pacierneHe aroma — 3TO MIICHHE
MPHUPOJIBI JIFOISIM — 32 JIOXKb, 0OMaH
[mT. 1. 1T 1]

Ha3piBaThCsi CTUXOTBOpEHUE OY/IET:
"AromHuas crouta" win "Croura A",
WJIH 9TO-JIMOO0 B 3TOM poOJIe,

CO3HATCJIbHO HAPOYUTOC. 104

Ovid'®

I have now completed a rough
draft of a big poem (300 lines)
about the splitting of the atom[.] Of
course, not in terms of Hiroshima,
bombs, rocket planes, and so on.
But if every atom of matter
conceals within itself explosive
force, then by this is revealed all
the deep, concealed hostility of the
world, only pretending to be gentle
and beautiful, and everything—
lilacs, flowers - can not look
otherwise now. [...] And, perhaps,
the splitting of the atom [J it is
nature's vengeance against humans
- for falsehood, deceit [...].

The poem will be called "Nuclear

Suite" or "Suite A" or something in

this vein, consciously deliberate.
-Shalamov, letter to Pasternak
1954

103 "The verses of sublime Lucretius will perish only when a single day brings about
earth's destruction" (Amores 1.15.23-24). Cited and translated by John Miller in
"Lucretian Moments in Ovidian Elegy," The Classical Journal, 92:4 (1997), 384.

104 Shalamov, "V. T. Shalamov B. L. Pasternaku, Ozerki, 3-11-54 g.," Perepiska c
Pasternakom B. L. Pasternakom, Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/24/1.html



Shalamov's entire 1954 Atomnaia poema was only published posthumously, in

1

1989.195 Shalamov wrote Atomnaia poema’’’ in the small Kalinin community of Ozerki,

after his 1951 release from Kolyma and subsequent release from Magadan.'?” In Siberia

105 The poem appears to have been published in mangled form during Shalamov's
lifetime. Irina Sirotinskaia notes, in her "Questions of Textual Criticism Concerning the
Poetic Works of V. Shalamov" ("K BonpocaM T€KCTOIOTHH MOATUIECKUX MPOU3BEACHHUI
B. [ITamamosa"), that Shalamov referred to Atfomnaia poema as one of his "crippled
verses" ("cmuxax-unsanudax") due to the aggressive editing and cutting it had been
subjected to. However, Shalamov's notes about the poem, as well as revised versions,
may have been lost due to the theft from the archive of his "thick notebooks" spanning
1956-1970. Sirotinskaia writes: "Textual criticism of the poetic works of V. Shalamov is
unusually complicated. The texts are peculiarly multivariate, and what's more, the
variance is often undated, unordered, with the loss of separate intermediate versions.
[...] One more circumstance to keep in mind concerns the publication of the poems.
[V]arlam Tihonovich spoke much about the "crippled verses," crippled by the editor.
However, there is also a different judgement of his: they cut the verses, he regretted it,
and then saw [t]hat it was better. [H]Jow to give an account of a lifetime of publications?
Well, when there is a digest with insertions (the poem "The Spawning"), or I remember
the loss, which Varlam Tikhonovich grieved over ("On Song", "Atomic Poem"). But all
of this is too unstable and accidental. Often unilateral and [...] subjective decisions must
be made."

"Texcronorus mosTHUecKuX npousseaeHuil B. [llanamoBa HeoObyaifHO CII0KHA.
TexcTam cBONCTBEHHAa MHOTO-BapHAHTHOCTh, IPUYEM BaPUAHTHOCTh YaCTO
HEJATUPO-BaHHAS, HEYMOPSAIOUEHHAs, C YTPAaTaMU OTJEIBHBIX MPO-MEXKYTOUHBIX
BapUaHTOB. [...] Eme ogHO 00CTOATENCTBO HAJI0O UMETH B BUTY, OHO KacaeTcs
OIMyOJIMKOBaHHBIX CTUXOB. [M]HOTO roBopuT Bapnam TuxonoBud o "cruxax-
MHBaIUJAX ", UCKAJCYEHHBIX peaakTopoM. OJHAKO €CTh U APYTUE €r0 CYKIACHUS:
00pyOmIIH CTUX, TIOKAJEN, a MO-TOM yBuen — iy4iie. [K]ak OTHOCUTBCS K
MPHKU3HEHHBIM MyOnuKanusmM? Xopomio, KOrja ecTh KHH)KKa CO BCTaBKaMu
(ctuxorBopenue "Hepect"), Wiin 1 IOMHIO YTpaThl, 0 KOTOPBIX coxkaiies Bapnam
TuxonoBuu ("O pesne", "Atomuas mosma"). Ho Bce 3TO CUIIKOM 3bI0KO M CITYYaifHO.
Yacto mpuxoauTcs MPUHUMATh €TUHOINYHBIC 1, HABEPHOE, CYOBEKTUBHBIC pemieHus"
(Sirotinskaia, "K voprosam tekstologii poeticheskikh proizvedenii V. Shalamova,"
Shalamov.ru.. http://shalamov.ru/research/21/).

106 First published in Dal 'nyi Vostok , 1989, No. 7.
107 He would not be rehabilitated and allowed to return to Moscow until two years later:

"In 1951 Shalamov was released, though he remained in Kolyma, still working as a camp
medical assistant. [...] From late 1953 Shalamov lived in the Kalinin province, but in
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the previous year, the "first Soviet layer cake design bomb" was exploded.!®® On March
1, 1954, ten days before he announced the completion of his Atomnaia poema to
Pasternak, "[t]he first deliverable hydrogen bomb design [was] tested in the Bikini Atoll,"
with "a yield of 14.8 megatons."!?’ Later that year, the world's first nuclear power plant
would begin to generate electricity in Obninsk, near Moscow,!!? ushering in "the nuclear
power era."!!!

Atomnaia poema was written in the midst of rapid nuclear developments, in the
wake of the atomic bombs that destroyed Hiroshima and Nagasaki in 1945, and as the
Cold War's chill was deepening between the Soviet Union and western powers. Yet
Shalamov's poem about the splitting of the atom is not about Hiroshima, bombs, or rocket
planes (ke 6 niane Xupocumol, 60m6, pakemuwvix camonemos u np). "[1]f every atom of
matter conceals within itself explosive force," he writes in his letter to Pasternak, "then

all the deep, concealed hostility of the world is revealed by this." Afomnaia poema reads

the splitting of the atom as nature's concealed hostility towards humans, as both sign and

1956 he was allowed to return to Mosco[w]." Robert Chandler, The Penguin Book of
Russian Poetry, 382-3.

108 " August 12[, 1953] - First Soviet layer cake design bomb explodes on a tower in
Siberia. It was not a "true" hydrogen bomb." Atomic Archive, "Timeline of the Nuclear
Age," http://www.atomicarchive.com/Timeline/Time1950.shtml

199 "March 1[, 1954] - The first deliverable hydrogen bomb design is tested at Bikini
Atoll. "BRAVO" has a yield of 14.8 megatons. Radioactive fallout affects local islanders
and a nearby fishing boat" (Ibid).

10" june 27, 1954: World’s First Nuclear Power Plant Opens," Tony Long, Wired,
http://www.wired.com/2012/06/june-27-1954-worlds-first-nuclear-power-plant-opens/

11 "The launch of the world's first nuclear power plant in Obninsk in 1954 was the

beginning of the nuclear power era." "The Russian Electricity Market," in The Oxford
Handbook of the Russian Economy, ed. Michael Alexeev and Shlomo Weber, 385.
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execution of vengeance against a corrupt humanity: "[PJerhaps, the splitting of the atom
[ it is nature's vengeance against humans - for falsehood, deceit [...]". Invoking a form
of poetic justice that might be found in Dante's inferno, the natural world only pretends
"to be gentle and beautiful" (moavxo npumeopsrowezocs nexcnvim u kpacuswvim), that it

might punish humans for their own "falsehood" and "deceit" (3a 10o1co, 06Mman).

ii. Structure

Shalamov's entire ouvre is both varied and vast. His famous Kolyma Tales
(Kolymskie rasskazy) is but one of ten collections of his fiction listed on the official
archival site for works by and about Shalamov.!'? Shalamov's poetry, on the other hand,
is largely contained in his Kolymna Notebooks (Kolymskie tetradi), which he began in
1949.''3 Shalamov's Kolymna Notebooks (not to be confused with his Kolyma Tales)
include six separately titled collections of poetry, with commentary:

Kolymna Notebooks (Kolymskie tetradi):

"Blue Notebook" ("Siniaia tetrad’")

"The Postman's Bag" ("Sumka pochtal'ona")

"Personally and Confidentially" ("Lichno i doveritel’no")

"Golden Mountains" ("Zlatye gory")

"Cyprus” ("Kiprei ")
"High Latitudes" ("Vysokie shiroty")!'*

12 For a comprehensive list of Shalamov's works, see the "Oeuvre" ("Sochineniia") page
of the online Shalamov.ru archive: http://shalamov.ru/library/

113 Chandler and Dralyuk note: "From 1949," while working as a medical assistant in
Kolyma, Shalamov "was able to write poems, which he later collected in his Kolyma
Notebooks." In 1946 a doctor, finding Shalamov close to death, had risked his own life to
enroll him in "a medical training course for which he was ineligible. After completing the
course, Shalamov worked as a medical assistant at a hospital and in a lumber camp" (The
Penguin Book of Russian Poetry, 382).

114 The shalamov.ru archive provides these titles, as well as links to the poems in each
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Atomnaia poema is the fourth of 58 poems in Shalamov's "Postman's Bag" ("Sumka
pochtal'ona") collection.

Atomnaia poema is one of only two poems Shalamov explicitly titles a "poema;"
the second, "New Year's Poema" ("Novogodniaia poema"), is not part of his Kolyma
Notebooks collections.!!®> Shalamov also refers to his "Avvakum in the Wasteland"
("Avvakum v Pustozerske") as "my little poema" ("mos marenvrasn nooma “Avvakum v
Pustozerske”), in his Kolyma Notebooks commentary.''® Atomnaia poema's genre places
it within (while not restricting it to) the lineage of Russia's Romantic poema; Atomnaia
poema asks to be read as both a continuation of and a response to Russia's poema
tradition.

nll7

Diana Greene defines the poema as a "verse epic," '’ and identifies the epic as the

source of both the poema's genre and its "gender norms," in Reinventing Romantic

collection, at: http://shalamov.ru/library/

115 About this poema, Sergei Agishev writes: "JT1o ctuxorsopenue Illanamosa,
COYMHEHHOE YKCIIPOMTOM B KPATKHH MEPUOJT OTHOCUTEILHOTO OJIATOTIOTYYHS B €T0
CKUTaHUAX "OT OONBHUIIBI K 320010", HE TOJIBKO MIYTOYHOE — B HEM HEBO3MOKHO HE
3aMETHTh MTOBCETHEBHBIC YKachl KOJIBIMBI M CypOBBIE YCIIOBHS PaOOTHI JarepHOM
meaunuHbL." Notes to Shalamov's "Novogodniaia poema," ed. Agishev, Shalamov.ru,
http://shalamov.ru/library/8/21.html http://shalamov.ru/library/8/21.html

116 Shalamov, Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomach, tom 3, 450. Cited by Lundblad-Janjic,
in "Poetry and Politics: An Allegorical Reading of Varlam Shalamov’s Poem "Avvakum
v Pustozerske,"" note 17, Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/en/research/239/

"7 Diana Greene, Reinventing Romantic Poetry: Russian Women Poets of the Mid-

Nineteenth Century (Madison, WI: Univ of Wisconsin Press, 2004), 60. Greene offers a
critical discussion of the "poema" as a genre within Russian poetry, 60 ff.
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Poetry: Russian Women Poets of the Mid-Nineteenth Century:''® Greene traces the
origins of the Russian Romantic poema in particular, from the first Russian poema
(Mikhail Kheraskov's 1779 Rossiada (The Russiad)''®), through the four works published

n120

during Pushkin's lifetime with the title "Poemy," =" as well as to the "mock-epic parodies"

of Rossiada, including Pushkin's Ruslan i Liudmila, and the "poemas" "inspired by the
Decembrist movement that culminated in the abortive uprising of 1825." The latter
"poemas," "like the classical kind, focused on national destiny," but "also served as
covert calls to overthrow Russian autocracyl] for example, Kondratii Ryleev's
Voinarovs ’kii (1823-1825) and Nalivaiko (1823-1825)." 12! According to Greene, the

Romantic poema, "introduced by Pushkin,"!?? "

continued the epic's focus on national
destiny, but with a very different ideology." Citing Pushkin's 1822 The Fountain of
Bakhchisarai (Bakhchisaraiskii fontan) and his 1824 The Gypsies (Tsygany) among

others, Greene identifies "significant generic differences from the classical epic,"

including "a rejection of "public, objective, universal, and heroic" norms."'?* The

18 "Various definitions of the epic describe it as a male-gendered genre, written by men,
about men, and for men." Greene cites, among others, Ezra Pound, who called the epic
""the speech of a nation through the mouth of one man."" "Quoted in S. Friedman,
"Gender and Genre Anxiety, 204," cited in Greene, Reinventing Romantic Poetry, 60.

19 Ibid., 62.

120 Tbid., 60.

121 Tbid., 62.

122 Greene cites examples that include Pushkin's 1822 The Fountain of Bakhchisarai
(Bakhchisaraiskii fontan) and his 1824 The Gypsies (Tsygany), Ibid. 62.

123 Ibid., 62.
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Romantic poema "replaced the epic's glorification of empire building or the founding of a
nation with an implied approval of revolutionary politics."'?* In Pushkin's Mednyi
vsadnik, Greene identifies both revolutionary politics and the Romantic hero's "seemingly
personal quest for freedom," in what is at the same time an "open return" to the classical
epic "theme of national destiny":
Contemporary readers thus understood in a broader political context one of the
central conventions of the Romantic poemal] the hero's seemingly personal
quest for freedom expressed in his rebellion against authority. Another source
for the revolutionary ideology of the Romantic poema may have been the
Decembrist poema. In any case, Pushkin's open return to the theme of national

destiny in his last poema, Mednyi vsadnik (The Bronze Horseman, 1833),
suggests that this theme was always present in the genre."!?

While Shalamov's "New Years Poema" might be classified as a "mock-epic parody"!%¢
poema (albeit with dark undercurrents), akin to Pushkin's Ruslan i Liudmila, his
"Avvakum in the Wasteland" arguably approximates a Decembrist poema, along the lines
of Ryleev's Voinarovs ’kii or Nalivaiko. Atomnaia poema, on the other hand, both suits
and bursts the bounds of what Greene identifies as Pushkin's "last poema," Mednyi

vsadnik. Whereas Mednyi vsadnik addresses national destiny, Atomnaia poema concerns

"the fate of the entire world.""?” Atomnaia poema is also a nod to Lucretius' On the

124 Greene cites "Byron's literary" and political "influence": "Byron's literary influence on
the poema cannot be separated from his political influence as a well-known supporter of
revolutionary causes." Ibid., 62.

123 Ibid., 62.

126 Tbid., 62. Greene uses this term in a different context.

127 O cynpbe Beero 3emuoro mapa" (Varlam Shalamov, "Zolotoi, purpurnyi i lilovyi,"

Shalamov.ru, http://shalamov.ru/library/9/78.html), line 15.
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Nature of Things, which Shalamov refers to as a "poema" in his "Nauka i
khudozhestvennaia literatura."'?® To Lucretius' account of human destiny in light of
atoms falling through a void, Shalamov answers with human destruction in light of the
atom's capacity to split.

Atomnaia poema is composed of twelve cantos, including a prelude and eleven
numbered cantos (I through XI). Each canto, in turn, is comprised of a distinct number of
tercets. The number of tercets in each canto varies in an almost perfectly symmetrical'%’
pattern, evoking a ring composition. What might more accurately be described as a
"broken" ring composition emerges, in four descending waves of three: Cantos I-I1I
contain 18-12-6 tercets, respectively; Cantos [V-VI contain 12-12-6 tercets; Cantos VII-
IX contain 10-10-6 tercets, and Cantos X-XII contain 18-10-9 tercets. The nearly
symmetrical pattern that emerges is perhaps best appreciated visually (see below). The
grid on the left ("Tercet Count") lists the number of tercets in each canto; the grid on the
right ("Canto") lists the canto number corresponding the the tercet count on the left. For

example, the Prelude (abbreviated as "Pr.") has 18 tercets; so does Canto IX. Canto VII

has 10 tercets:

128 "Pymckuit Beagruk Jlykpenuii Kap, ymepiuii B 51 T. 10 Halei 5pbl, B CBoeil HoIMe
"O npupoze Bemen" nznaraer yueHue DNUKypa, — [0 BeIpakeHHo Mapkca,
"paarKaIbHOTO MTPOCBETUTENS IpeBHUX BpeMeH'. [looma TpakTyeT ¢puszuky InuKypa,
pa3BUBAET TEOPHIO aTOMOB, TeopHto cTpoeHus mupa" (Shalamov, "Nauka i
khudozhestvennaia literatura").

129 "Symmetrical," not in the sense of two opposing mirror images, but in the sense of
having a balanced pattern or order.
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Tercet Count: Canto:

12 10 Pr. III VI IX
12 12 10 10 I v vl X
6 6 6 9 II \Y VII  XI

On the "Tercet Count" grid, note the break in the pattern in the lower-right corner (the
"9"). Canto XI has nine tercets, whereas six tercets would have rendered the grid's pattern
perfectly symmetrical.

nn

The final canto's nine tercets might be an intentional play on the ""ninth wave"
(deviatii val), which appears in Canto IV of Atomnaia poema: "[w]e were given a
concert/ by some kind of ninth swell —/ a likeness of the netherworld,/ Only on an ocean
wav[e]" ([H]am konyepm oasan/ Kakoti-nu6yow oesamuiii 6an—/ Ilododve npeucnooueti,/
To moavko Ha mopckou onne]). According to sailor's legend the ninth wave, or swell, is

the highest and most destructive in a series of waves.'*® Atomnaia poema itself ends on a

ninth wave, or, at least, a ninth tercet.

iii. Canto Overview
"Poetry is untranslatable," Shalamov writes in "O moei proze," and is "not given
to prosaic exposition." (I1oa3us nenepesoouma, He no0OaemMcs NPO3au4ecKomy
usnooicenuro). The following overview of each canto, in English no less, is fallacious at

its very inception. I offer this frayed rope ladder to the reader climbing into the ark of

130 "The Ninth Wave" (Deviatii val) is the name of a famous painting by Russian
Armenian painter Ivan Aivazovskii. The final nine tercets might also conceivably refer to
early twentieth century Symbolist composer and poet Alexander Scriabin's Piano Sonata
No. 9, Op. 68, known as the Black Mass Sonata.
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Atomnaia poema for the first time, with the intention that it be discarded immediately

after boarding.

Overview of the Cantos (With Stanza Count):

Prologue: (18) Opens with ashes in a third person voice, then shifts to a first-
person childhood reminiscence of a devastating forest fire (likely a reference to the
mysterious Tunuguska explosion) that may have weakened the speaker's heart.
Remember thinking the trees would rise again "in all their green might, with life's juices
thickening in their roots; ends with a vision of emerald crowns rising high again.

I (12) Shifts to the present's "shuffle of leaving days," the speaker's pain, scientific
discoveries that bring only death, allusions to a Last Judgement; a new Noah travels with
rockets to an Ararat on Betelgeuse, blows into a feeling zurna and plucks a minor chord,
singing of grief on a nearby radiowave, sorrows over the land he has left.

IT (6) Describes the vanished past, which now seems like a fairy tale: there was
bread for everyone, when exhausted people were not whipped like work horses, the 20th
century was not yet visible, and Meccas fourished in which human tried to call human
brother, flattery was not honored, honor was not trampled, and the atom did not split
asunder.

IIT (12) An apocalyptic future is legible in a deceptive and corrupt present. That
sundered core will turn the world's insides out, revealing to us what hydrogen means: the
sticky green leaves, the world, is a weapons cache; describes the mineral's deceit, the
clouds and black earth[] matter[] have become material for murder, malice conceals

itself in flowers, the thunderstorm is like childish cap gun, the world holds spellbound
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dynamite in its being, the drowsy lilac will lead us to grave, the seismologist will tremble,
the New Testament will tumble down from bookshelves to earth.

IV (12) Emphasizes the unprecedented scale of atomic destruction, which would
make Pushkin's Bronze Horseman turn pale and flee his pedestal. Water has shown us on
a small scale the caprices of high tide, but compared with what heavy water can do past
floods were nothing, befitting only verses. Then, the ninth wave gave us concerts; a mere
likeness of the underworld, it surged towards God's mercy. Looks back on the Romantic
era, almost as a personal reminiscence of "our" past. Refers to unrequited love, a duel,
dying of a love not believed in now, though decorum usually prevailed over spilled
blood.

V (6) The speaker returns to first person, present: "What I took these forty years"
for cherry flowers now climbs into arsenal, in the likeness of bomb; a terrifying raw
material bursting into the speaker's own being, a sinister death mask. "I don't know how I
am to live," when the core in any flower is ready to split itself.

VI (10) Describes what is now left to "us." They will take from us the yellow
maple, we no longer believe them, we are still alive, we look into the world for
something to believe in, for our eyes to rest on; to us is left the flickering celestial light,
only light and sound until doomsday; losing the familiar world, we will demand for harps
and lyres a singular trust.

VII (10) What ancient poets knew, the physicist now resurrects in lab, forgetting
Ovid's epiphany, how much can be housed in a line of verse; it is too frightening to recall
the fate of the prophets sent so many times, only to die in prisons and in hospitals. In our

day, Homer hands science an ingenious plan, the path of positive science is illuminated,
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but all its verses and its faith, its authority and might, will never shatter the abyss once
and for all, even if everything under its thumb, breathing with malice, longed to split
itself.

VIII (6) Before, the hand of God chastened sin, banished Eve from Eden.
Levelled the earth, in a tide of wrath. Maybe nature has a wish to call us to account with a
physical phenomenon, for the murderer's impunity, omnipotence of stupidity, the soul's
corruption, lies, deception; nature, which has long been ready to take revenge on any
country for trampled honor, prepares atomic vengeance without saying a word.

IX (18) Open with a Darwinian declaration about a law of nature, then seems to
refute it. "Tough talk is born of a diseased heart set on duty and glory." Everyone lacks
the strength to grasp their own truth, to be again at one. The speaker then shifts to first
person: If bread is no longer shared, family is no longer supportive, and each seeks in the
dark his own singular road to a deceptive dream, then "I'm" fit only to climb into the
noose. The speaker looks with surprise at the dug-up abyss, and will not fall there, but
will hold out on the slippery ice, where the wind of past years sweeps away someone's
trail.

X (10) Cocks proclaim naive verses, chained boats holding fast to dreams shudder
from a wave. The rest of the Canto gives the sea's perspective, which takes a chilling turn
at the end: To the sea, it seems in vain for anchors to hold them back with a rusty chain,
that it's time to swim there, where silent water stoops to plowed steppes, resembling a
field of virgin soil upturned, as if God's plow, archangel's plowshares were digging
hummus. To the sea, it seems that if a squall overtook the boats, out of kindheartedness

the squall would pass over them. To the sea,it seems that if dead rowers were planted in
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place of the living, the dead rowers would wander among the skerries no worse than the
living ones, in the manner of the Flying Dutchman.

XTI (9) The speaker imagines his skeleton being carelessly pulled from the snow,
and shifts almost imperceptibly from what "they will tell" about him ("how in the
wasteland I rummaged through a Russian lexicon") to his own account: "how I uttered
words the trees knew, the animals and birds." The speaker ends repeating I, echo-like,
split between two sides: "I am[] plaintiff and suitor of impassible grief," "I amU there,
where there is pain," "I aml] there, where there is groaning," "in eternal litigation
between two sides."

iv. Analysis

XpycTenu KOCTH Y KyCTOB, Bones of shrubs crunched,
U nemnesn 1ucThEB M [IBETOB and ashes of leaves and flowers
[Tocepebpun okpyry. ensilvered the region.
A TO, 4TO HE TOIIUIO HA CIIOM, And those things not reduced to dust
Tonkano BeTpoM U OTHEM were thrust by wind and fire
B 06baTus apyr apyry.'3! into an embrace of one another.
0 Prelude, Atomic Poem
Korma-anOyap Ha TYCKIIBIN CBET Someday by the dimming light
Bpenymux no HeOy miaHer as planets wander through the sky
U BbITamar HeOpPEXKHO they will carelessly pull out
Jlst orto3HaHUS TPUMET for identifying signs
Ckerner NATUAECATH JIET, a fifty-year old skeleton,
[TOKpBITHIN MBUTHIO CHEXHOM. powdered with snowy dust.
Ckrenarot pedpa Koe-Kak, They will rivet the ribs any which way,
W nanbupsl MHE CBEYT B KyJakK, fingers driven towards me in a fist,

31 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Bctynnenue, 1-6.
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132

W Ha HOTHM MOCTAaBAT, and I will be stood on my feet,

[0 Canto XI, Atomic Poem

Shalamov's Afomnaia poema begins with fire, and ends with ice. From the
prelude's childhood recollection of a burned-down forest, '** to the speaker's vision in the
final canto of his own bones being exhumed from an icy wasteland,'** the poem begins
with the powder of ashes and ends with the powder of snow. From ashes to ashes, dust to
dust.

Framed by a human lifespan, Afomnaia poema also exceeds this frame. Looking
back at Eve's expulsion from Eden, the poem looks ahead to a "new Noah" whose ark
will be in space, whose Ararat will be on Betelgeuse. The time and place of Atomnaia
poema are Biblical, or rather, post-Biblical, backwards-looking even at its most futuristic,
emotionally intimate at its most spatially distant. In lieu of a forward-looking covenant
with God, the new Noah of Canto I "will pluck a thin string/trembling in mino[r]" ("1
JIepHET TOHKYIO CTpyHY,/ poxamnrtyro B muHop[e]") and "sing of grief" ("3amoer npo

rope"); the new Noah will look back and "sorrow over the land" he left ("1 noxxaneer Ty

cTpany"):
N oT KOBYETOBBIX KAIOT And out of the ark's cabins
PakeTsr Manio oTcTaroT rockets lag a little behind
B cBoeM cTpemiieHbe K 3BE3/1aM. in their urge towards the stars.
W xaxnapiit OTBICKaTh OBI paj And each would be happy
Ha Bberenbreiize Apapar, to find Ararat on Betelgeuse,

132 Atomnaia poema, XI.1-9.
133 Likely a reference to the mysterious 1908 Tunguska explosion in Siberia.

134 Shalamov refers to a poem's "3BykoBoii kapkac," literally "sonic carcass,” in
"Zvukovoi povtor — poisk smysla (zametki o stikhovoi garmonii)."
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Iloka enie He MO3AHO.

OH TaM pUYaIUT Ha HOYJIET
CBoli 00TexaeMBI KOBYET,
WU, cnessl BeITHpAA,

Tam neper HOBOIO JTyHOU
[IpoTtsauet pyku HOBBIN Holt,
W36aBneHHsbIN OT pas,

W nyHer B 4yTKyIO 3ypHY,
W nepHeT TOHKYIO CTPYHY,
JIpoxaniyro B MUHODE,

W nipu 3Be31ax U IIpU JIyHE
Ha 6mmxne pagnoBosiHe
OH 3amoer mpo rope.

W, nepeMHOXUB IIHUPUHY
[Imomaaku 3B€3/1HOM HA JITIMHY,
B y™me pacuer npukuHyB,

OH CHOBa BCIIOMHUT CTapUHY
W noxaneer Ty cTpany,
Koropyto nokunyr...'*>

while it is not too late.
He will moor his gliding ark there
for the night

and, wiping tears away,

before a new moon

the new Noah will stretch out his hands,

delivered from paradise,

blow into a feeling zurna,
and pluck a thin string,
trembling in minor,

and by the stars and by the moon
on a nearby radiowave
he will sing of grief.

And, multiplying the width
of the stars' square by the length,
reckoning the cost in his mind,

he will again remember times past
and sorrow over the land,
which he left ...

Delivered, not to Paradise, but from it, the new Noah will reckon not in cubits but in cost:
"multiplying the width/of the stars' square by the length,/ reckoning the cost in his
mind[,]" he will "remember times past" and "sorrow over the land,/ which he left..." His
hands are outstretched not to heaven, but to the earthly paradise he has lost. The
sorrowful backward glance to an abandoned land and a time past, together with the sense
of urgencyl] "while it is not too late" ("Iloka eme e mo3au[0]")—evoke Lot's wife,
whose "restless voice" tells her "It's not too late" ("He mo3an[0]") in Anna Akhmatova's
1924 poem "Lotova zhena":

"It's not too late, you can still look back

135 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto 1.13-36.
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at the red towers of your native Sodom,
the square where once you sang, the spinning-shed,
at the empty windows set in the tall house
where sons and daughters blessed your marriage-bed." !¢
Like Lot's wife, Shalamov's new Noah travels light: his ark is not packed with family

nn

members, animals, or helpers. His only company the stars and the "new moon," "on a
nearby radiowave/ he will sing of grief." Through rhymed lineslJ " U, cie3sr BeiTupa[s]"
(And, wiping away tears) and " 36aBnennsiii ot pa[s]" (Delivered from paradise),
"Npoxamryro B muHop[e]" (Trembling in minor) and "Own 3anoer nipo rope." (He will sing
of grief)lJ the scale of loss, the tone of grief, come across.

Shalamov's new Noah grieves not for the loss of Sodom, however, but over its
arrival. The land he has lost, the time he mourns in his song of grief, is a time of integrity:

"when flattery did not honor itself,/ honor did not trample itself,/ and the atom did not

split asunder." The "cost" he reckons "in his mind" is "times past," "when there was bread

for everyone," "when exhausted people/were not whipped/like work horses," "when
human tried to call human/brother":

Korma xBarano xjieba BceM, When there was bread enough for all,

Korma momoOHbBIX CTpaHHBIX TEM When the sky did not abide

He BbIHOCHIIO HEOO. such strange themes.

Korpaa ycransiMu to1pMH, When exhausted people

Kak na paborte nomaasmu, were not whipped

He ynpasisiiu mieTsio, like work horses,

Korpaa B cbIpoif pacCBETHON MTJIE When in the raw dawn mist

136 Anna Akhmatova, Poems of Akhmatova, tr. and ed. Stanley Kunitz and Max Hayward
(Boston: Houghton-Miftlin, 1997), 76-77. "Ho rpomMko »eHe roBopuia Tpepora:/He
MO3JTHO, THl MOJKEIIIb ele mocMoTpeTh/ Ha kpacHbie 6amuau poagnoro Comoma,/ Ha
IUIOIA b, T/IC TIeJIa, Ha IBOP, rie mpsuia,/ Ha okHa mycThie BBICOKOTO jgoMa,/ [ e Mumomy
Myxy nereit poauna” (Ibid).
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He Bunno 65110 Ha 3emiie the twentieth century

JBaamaToro CTOICThS. was not yet visible on earth.
Kornma tak MHOTO 06110 MEKK When there were so many Meccas
U genoBeka yemoBek and human tried to call human
HasBatp nibrTasics 6patom, brother,

Kornma He yecTBOBasIach JIeCTh When flattery did not honor itself,
W He pacTanThiBajiach 4€CTb, honor did not trample itself,

He pacmiensncs atom. '’ and the atom did not split asunder.

Canto I's song of grief, trembling in minor, blown into a feeling zurna, is realized in
Canto II's chant-like anaphora, with its refrain of "When" ("Korma") at the start of two
lines in a row ("When there was bread for everyone,/When the sky did not abide") and
then at the start of four more tercets ("When exhausted people," "When in the raw dawn
mist," "When there were so many Meccas," "When flattery did not honor itsel[f]"). The
disparity between times past and a fallen present is embroidered into the fabric of the
chant's vowels and consonants." With each "Koraa," the hard consonant "k" is repeated,
forming a sonic refrain or chorus that invokes "times past." The plenty and brotherhood
of the past is called forth with this same consonant, repeated: "Korma xBartano xieda
Bce[M]" (When there was bread enough for all), "Koraa Tak MmHOTO OB1710 MEKK/

N genoseka yenoBek" ("When there were so many Meccas/And human called human
[brother]"). The "k" consonant is similarly deployed in the first three lines of Canto VIII,
to describe God casting Eve from Eden; in these lines the consonant "k" is supplemented
by its fellow velar consonant,"g":

U panwime boxxuna pyka Before, the hand of God
Kapana mep3octu rpexa, chastened the filth of sin,

137 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto 11.7-18.
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I'nana u3 paua Epy.!* ‘ chasing Eve from Eden.
The fallen present, on the other hand, is announced by the "s" sound, consonantal home
to "ckareiBathbes" and " ckonw3ut" (slither), "3mes" (serpent), and "31m0" (evil):
"IIBaamaroro cronetb[s]" ("The twentieth century"), "Korma ne uectBoBanach nects/ 1
HE pacTanTbiBaiack yecth,/ He pacmerusics arom” ("When flattery did not honor itself./
honor did not trample itself,/ and the atom did not split asunder").

Canto II's reminiscence of times past embroiders sense into sound, not only
through repetition of consonant sounds and sibilance, but through vowel rhymes. The
consonant rhyme between "mogpmu" ("people") and "nomanemu " ("horses") in "Korna
ycranbivu JroabpMu,/ Kak Ha pabore snomaasmu,/ He ynpasnsiu miers[10]" ("when
exhausted people/were not whipped/like work horses"), is heightened by their couplet's
(slanted) end rhyme; the thyme embodies the treatment of people as if they were work
horses. At the same time, the lack of assonant rhyme belies this treatment, suggesting
difference where none is presently acknowledged. The perfect vowel rhyme of "6paTom”
("brother") and "arom " ("atom") is also suggestive, carrying " 6patom " into the line (and
fate) of the "atom," which "split[s] asunder" (pacwennsncs) at the Canto's end. Cain and
Abel are invoked, in Canto II's prolonged hesitation between vowel sounds and sense.

Besides deploying sibilance, the final lines of Canto II ("Koraa e yecTBOBaNaCh
nects/ M He pacranTeiBasiack yecTh') echo Shakespeare's despairing Sonnet 66, translated

by Pasternak in 1938. Pasternak's translation of lines 5-7 of Sonnet 66 ("And gilded

138 Ibid., Canto VIII.1-3.
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honour shamefully misplac'd,/ And maiden virtue rudely strumpeted,/ And right
perfection wrongfully disgrac'[d]" !*) are especially resonant:

W naGmronath, Kak HarjloCTh JIE3ET B CBET,

U yecTh eBUYBS KaTUTCA KO JHY,

U 3HaTh, 4TO X011y COBepIIeHCTBaM HeT, *
Shalamov's "Korzaa He yectBoBanacsk Jiects/ M He pactanTsiBanack yecTs" echoes the
sound and sense of Pasternak's "W nHa0OmogaTh, Kak HarjaIoCTh JIE3€T B CBET,/
W vecTh neBUUbs KaTUTCA KO IHY," answering "ne3et " with " nects,™ and " gects" with
"gectBoBanack" and "gects". While Shakespeare's sonnet deplores a disparity between
the status quo and what ought to be, however, the speaker's own integrity is not in
question; by contrast, the "I" of Afomnaia poema is profoundly split. The speaker
expresses the violation of his integrity with multiple sibilants ("cTpamnoe cbipne,”

nn

"3nmoBeniel cmepTHOi Macke," "McTuTh" and " "CocTapuBiueiics ckaske"):

W »70 cTpamHoe celpse A terrifying raw material

B Moe BopBanoch ObiTHE is bursting into my being

B 310Bemeit cmepTHOM Macke, under a sinister death mask,
l'oTroBo yOuUBaTH U MCTHUTB, ready to kill and avenge,
['oTOBO CHIION POT 3aKPHITH ready to shut a mouth by force
Cocrapusiieiics ckaske.'! as in the aging fairy tale

139 William Shakespeare, "Sonnet 66: Tir'd with all these, for restful death I cry," Poetry
Foundation, http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/174364

140 vil'iam Shekspir, "Sonet 66," tr. Boris Pasternak, in Angliiskaia poeziia v russkikh

perevodakh: XIV-XIX Veka, ed. Mikhail Alekseev et al. (Moskva: "Progress," 1981), 77.

! Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto V.7-12.

63



The split within the speaker embodies the split he has witnessed in a world that has seen

the twentieth century:

UYro nmpuHUMaI s COPOK JIET
JIuiib 3a 4epeMyXOBBIil 1BET,
3a BepOHbBIE TOYATKH —

Bce HbIHYE JIe3eT B apceHall —
BniosniHe BO€HHBIN MaTEPhsIT —
[Tomo6ue B3phIBYATKH. 142

What I took these forty years
for bird cherry flowers,
mere pussywillow catkins —

today climbs into the arsenal—
war material, in full bloom—
assuming the likeness of a bomb.

While in Sonnet 66 "impudence climbs into the light" ("Harmocts ne3er B cBetr"), in

Atomnaia poema seemingly harmless flowers and catkins "climb into the arsenal" ("ne3et

B apcena[n]"). "Scientific discoveries," which "bring only death to the earth" ("Hayunsie

pasragku// OnHy IUIIb CMEPTh 3eMJie HeCy[T]

can detonate even "[t]he sticky green

leaf,/the diaphanous rose peta[l]." Nuclear fission turns these inside out, revealing their

"thunderous nature":

To pacuieruieHHOE 11po
Ham mupa BbIBEpHET HYTPO

I'pemyuyro npupony.

OTspKeneBIIas Boaa,
MyTsch, oTKpoeT 6e3 Tpyaa
3HaveHbE BOJIOPOJIA.

JIunydeli 3es1eHH JIUCTOK,
[Ipo3pauHblii pO3bI JENECTOK —
OHu — Kak B3pbIB — B 3acaje.

W, npunonHsB OKPOB 3€MHOM,
Mup nipencraer nepeao MHOM
ApTusiepuiickum ckiagom. 4

142 1bid., Canto V.1-6
I3 Tbid., Canto 1.9-10

144 Tbid., Canto II1.1-12.
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That sundered core will turn
the world's insides out to us:
thunderous nature.

Heavy water,
roiled, will readily discover
what hydrogen means.

The sticky green leaf,
the diaphanous rose petal--
they lie— like explosions— in ambush.

Lifting its earthly cover,
the world presents itself to me
as a weapons cache.



In an almost Schopenhauerian vision, nuclear science lifts the world's pleasing veil and
reveals a "weapons cache" ("Aptmnepuiickum ckinano[m]"), a "thunderous nature"
("T'pemyuyto npupoay") lying in wait. These are not the sticky green leaves and wild bird
cherry flowers, the thunderstorm, that Tolstoy's narrator celebrates in "Boyhood":

Here and there we come across a gloomy willow or a young
birchtree with small, sticky leave[s]...The monotonous rumble of
our wheels [...] do not drown the songs of the larks which circle
around close to the road. [1] feel within me a joyful unres[t].!*®

A black cloud still covers the opposite horizon just as threateningly,
but I no longer fear it. I experience an inexpressible, joyful feeling
of hope in life, which rapidly replaces my heavy feeling of terror.
My soul smiles in accord with refreshed and rejoicing nature. !4

The delicious scent of the wood after the spring storm, the odour

of the birches, of the violets, the rotting leaves, the mushrooms,

and the wild cherry, is so enthralling that I cannot stay in the brichka
but jump down from its step, run to the bushes, and, though I get
sprinkled with the rain-drops that shower down on me, break off
wet branches of the flowering wild cherry, stroke my face with
them, and revel in their exquisite aroma.'*’

Terrifying though Tolstoy's thunderstorm might be, it passes, leaving behind an
"enthralling" world of glistening plants in which a young boy revels. Atomnaia poema's
"thunderous nature," uncovered by "that sundered core" ("To pacuierienHoe sapo"),

makes "[t]he thunderstorm's discharges/now seem like a childish to[y]" ("U kaxyrcs

145 Leo Tolstoy, "Boyhood," in The Portable Tolstoy, ed. John Bayley (Harmondsworth,
Eng.: Penguin Books, 1978), 95.

146 Tbid., 102.

7 Ibid., 103.
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paspss Tpo3/ Pebsueckoit urpymxko[ii]").!*® Even the young protagonist's loss of his
mother in Tolstoy's "Childhood" is eclipsed by Atomnaia poema's horrifying

transformation in which "mother" implicitly becomes "material" for "murder":

Mpl1 nuiiib Teneps NOHSATh MOTIIU Only now are we able to grasp
Bce nuniemepue 3emiu, the earth's dissimulation,
KoBapcTtBo MuHnepaina. the mineral's deceit.

U obnaxa, u uepHO3EM, The clouds, the black earth,
UYrto MBI MaTepueii 30BeM, — all of what we call matter, --
Bce crano matepbsiiiom have become material
Y6wuiicTBa, kpou u yrpo[3]'+ for murder, blood, and threat[s]

We now grasp that "matter" ("martepueii") can become "material" ("marepbsiiom") for
"murder, blood and threats[.]" Unspoken but evoked is the sound and sense of "mother"
("matp"), a partial thyme with both "marepueit" and "marepssuiom." Even mate can

become a bomb. In the speaker's vision of a schizoid Mother Earth, not even a flower can

be trusted:
Mup B CyIIecTBE CBOEM XPAHUT The world in its very being holds
3aBOpPOKEHHBIN TUHAMMT, spellbound dynamite,
B uperax tautcs 3m06[a]">° malice conceals itself in flower][s]

"The clouds," even "the black earth" ("ueprozem") after which Osip Mandel'shtam named

the first of his Voronezhskie tetradi poems,'>! can be weaponized.

148 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto 111.1, 20-21.

149 Ibid., Canto I11.13-109.

150 Ibid., Canto I11.25-27.

151 Osip Mandel’shtam, "Chernozem," Pycckas BupTyanbHas 6MONIHOTEKA,

http://rvb.ru/mandelstam/dvuhtomnik/0O1text/vol 1/01versus/0234.htm [Original source:
Sochineniia v dvukh tomakh, tom I, (Moskva: Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1990), 211.]
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The splitting of the atom introduces a scale of destruction and terror that exceeds
even the measure of the 1824 Petersburg flood, whose destructive effects are recounted in
Pushkin's "Bronze Horseman: A Petersburg Tale" ("Mednyi vsadnik: Peterburgskaia
povest™). Compared to the effects of "roiled" "heavy water," water's previous displays

are miniscule:

B macmtabe manom nHoraa Water has sometimes shown us
INoka3ssiBasia HaM BoJa on a small scale

Kampu3sbel monoBobsI. the caprices of high tide.
CwMmerasi 3/1aHBS U Jieca, Sweeping away buildings and forests,
Wx Bo3HOCHIIA B HEOeca, lifting them into the sky,

B nebecHbie yrozpsi. into heavenly lands.

Ho 3T0 6bUTH TYCTSKH, But these displays were nothing,
["oauauck TOJBKO HA CTUXM. befitting only verses;

W 6ennblit Bcaguuk MenHsii, the poor Bronze Horseman
Korna noxunyn nseznecra, when he left his pedestal
BreszamnHo cam ot cTpaxa cran instantly turned
3enenoBaTo-6s1eaHbI. > greenish-pale from fear.

What makes roiled hydrogen so terrifying in Shalamov's Afomnaia poema goes beyond
world annihilation; atomic fission uncovers a fissure in the familiar world, a "sundered
core," which cannot be discovered without profound wounding. "They will tell," the
speaker envisions in the final canto, "[h]ow blood gushed onto the ice/from my unhealed

wound" ("Kak kpoBb Ha jieq Mos nunack/ M3 Hesaxusmieii panst").'>* From Canto V:

Ho s He 3Har0, Kak MHE JKUTh, But I don't know how I am to live,
U s He 3HA10, KAK MHE OBITH: and I don't know how I am to be:
TpaBuThcs UL ONUTHCH, whether to drink poison or to drink,

152 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto IV.1-12.

153 Ibid., Canto XI.17-18.
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Korna sapo B mo0oM 1BeTKe, when the core in any flower,

B mo6oM ToueHOM senecTke in any chiseled petal

T'otoBo pacmenuThbes. !> is ready to split itself.
The speaker's first-person encounter with splitting in these lines echoes the sibilants of
Noah's fallen, twentieth-century present. "[P]acmenurses " is esconsed in sibilants:
"TpaButhcst wiib onuthes,”" "BeTke," "nenectke." "[P]laintiff and suitor/ of impassible
grie[f]" ("uenoOuTumk u ucrer/ Heswsimazunoro rop[s]"), the speaker, occupying first-
person present in the poem's final lines, persists in a painful half-life reminiscent of
"victim of discovery" Marie Curie's "immortality," which she "achieve[s]" as she
"burn[s]" in her radioactive notebook: "I am—there, with the pain, I am—/ there, with the
groan,/ in eternal litigation between two side[s]" (" — Tam, rae 601k, 1 — Tam, TI€ CTOH,

B u3Beunoii tsox6e aByx cropo[H]"). The speaker's first-person splitting culminates in

these final lines:

W — mycTh Ha cBETE HE JKIIIEI] — And[ let there be no life on earthl]

Sl — 4enoOuTIMK M HCTENl I am0 plaintiff and suitor

Hesbu1aznoro ropsi. of impassable grief.

S1 — Tam, e Oonb, 1 — TaM, TS CTOH, I am[] there, with the pain, [ amO there with the groan,
B u3BeuHoit TKO€ IBYX CTOPOH, in eternal litigation between two sides,

B crapunnoM 5TOM criope.'> in this ancient quarrel.

In contrast to the "k"-intensive alliteration of Afomnaia poema's first line ("Xpycrenu
KocTH y KycTo[B]"), the poem's closing lines seethe with sibilants: "B n3Beunoii Tsox0e
IBYX cTopoH,/ B crapunnom 3ToM criope.” "B crapunnom stom criope” ("In this ancient
quarrel") echoes Atomnaia poema's gaping "pacmenutbes” topos while also invoking the

Edenic serpent alluded to in Canto VIII, which opens with Eve's exile from Eden.

154 Tbid., Canto V.13-18.

153 Ibid., Canto XI1.25-30.
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"This ancient quarrel" could refer to the ancient quarrel between poets and
philosophers, or to the quarrel between lyricists and physicists; the sonic fabric has a
Biblical weave to it, however, evoking Job's litigious dispute with God, as well as the
"Raskol," or great Schism, in the Russian Orthodox church resulting from Patriarch
Nikon's 17th century reforms.!>® Dissenters from the church, or "Raskolniks," came to be
known as "Old Believers," and included the exiled martyr Avakum, about whom
Shalamov wrote two poems including the longer "Avvakum v Pustozerske."

Schism is sonically embroidered into the very fabric of Shalamov's Atomnaia
poema, etymologically as well as through sonic allusions to Mandel'shtam's poem "Vek."
The sibilant reflexive verb "pacmenurscs" ("to split oneself/itself") is especially
significant: "pacmennenune" is the term for "fission," e.g., " pacuennenue atoma"
("atomic fission") and "pacmennenue sapo” ("nuclear fission"), and is also related in
meaning, if not etymology, to "packoi," or "schism." Splitting runs through Afomnaia
poema: in "To pacmeruiennoe siapo” ("That sundered core"), the first line of Canto 111,
and again, in Canto VII: "Xots O0b1 Bce, uTo moj pykoii,/ Jpimna u 31060 1 TOCKOM,/
Kemnano 6 pacenutecs” ("even if everything under its thumb,/ breathing with malice/
and angst, longed to split itself"), lines that evoke the irreparable fracture of
Mandel'shtam's 1923 poem "Vek" ("The Age"): "IT0 BeK BOJIHY KOJBIIIET/
Yenoseueckoit Tockoi,/ 1 B TpaBe ramgroka neimut/ Mepoit Beka 3omoto[#]" ("It is the

age that rocks/ The wave with human anguish,/ And a viper in the grass/ Breathes in gold

156 "Raskolnik," Online Etymology Dictionary,
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=Raskolnik
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measures of the ag[e]")."*” To Mandel'shtam's viper breathing in the gold measures of the
age, Atomnaia poema answers with everything under the thumb of scientific measure,
breathing with an angst ("Tockoii") that echoes "Vek's" "UenoBeueckoit Tockoit." "My
age, my beast, who will be able," Mandel'shtam's poem asks, "[t]o look into the pupils of
your eyes -/And with his own blood cement/ The vertebrae of two centuries?" ("Bek moii,
3Bepb MOMi, KTO cymeeT/ 3aryisiHyTh B TBoU 3pauku/ U cBoero kpoBbio ckient/ JByx
croneruit no3sonku?")!>® Echoing the "JIpyx croneruii" of Mandel'shtam's "JIpyx
cronetnii mo3BoHK[u]" ("the vertebrae of two centuries" which cannot be fused),
Atomnaia poema concludes with"nByx cropon": "B u3zBeuHoii TspkOe 1ByXx cTopoH," "the
eternal litigation between two sides."

The very structure of Afomnaia poema suggests the splitting of an atom.
Atomnaia poema is composed of tercets, each of which consists of a thymed 8-syllable
couplet and a loose 7-syllable third verse whose rthyme "couples" with the next tercet's
third verse, in an AAB CCB DDE FFE GGH IIIH pattern. Dante's backwards-looking
terza rima is perhaps its closest but still distant cousin, with an interlocking chain rhyme
of ABA BCB CDC. Unlike Dante's infernal tercets, however, which enclose their
unrhymed line between two rhymed lines ("Per piu fiate li occhi ci sospinse/ quella
lettura, e scolorocci il viso;/ ma solo un punto fu quel che ci vins[e]," "And time and time

again that reading led/ our eyes to meet, and made our faces pale,/ and yet one point

157 Osip Mandelstamm, "Vek," in Modern Russian Poetry: An Anthology with Verse
Translations, ed. Vladimir Markov and Merrill Sparks (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill,
1967), 316-317.

158 Ibid., 314.
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alone defeated u[s]"), !> Shalamov's tercets end with their unrhymed line. From his

Prelude's opening lines:

XpycTenu KOCTH Y KYCTOB, Bones of shrubs crunched,

U nenen nucThEB U I[BETOB and ashes of leaves and flowers
[Tocepebpun okpyry. ensilvered the region.

A TO, 4TO HE IOIILIO HA CIIOM, And those things not reduced to dust
Tonkano BETpoM B OTHEM were thrust by wind and fire

B o6waTus apyr apyry.!'6° into an embrace of one another.

Another "atomic tercet," from Canto X:

[IpoBo3rnamaroT neryxu The cocks proclaim [

CBOM HaMWBHBIE CTHXMU, Their naive verses, [

JlepyT neTyubu TII0TKH, Tearing cockscombed throats,
U B3aparuBaroT OT BOJIHBI, and chained boats,

Eme ynepxuBasi CHBI, shuddering from a wave,
[pukopanusble noaKu. °! still cling to their dreams.

The chain of rhyme anchoring the third line to its tercet is rusty: The third line of each
tercet ("Ilocepedpun okpyryl[,]" "B o0obarus apyr npyryl[,]" in the Prelude; " [lepyt
netymsy TnoTkH," "IIpukoBanusie noak[u]" in Canto X) appears to split off from the
tightly rhymed couplet immediately above it. Since the third line from the next tercet
rhymes with the third line from the prior tercet, the reader may come to anticipate the
third line's split-off from its own tercet's couplet, to "join" the third line of the tercet
below. The reader may develop an visceral expectation of a split well before the end of

the poem; the poem's splitting may be habit-forming, infectious, radioactive. At the same

159 Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy of Dante Alighieri: Inferno, A Verse Translation,
Tr. Allen Mandelbaum (New York: Bantam Books, 1982), V.130-132

160 Shalamov, Afomnaia poema, BcTynnenue, 1-6.

161 Tbid., Canto X.1-6.
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time, the third-line rhyme only extends between two tercets; a completely new rhyme is
introduced at the third tercet. After "and chained boats,/ shuddering from a wave,/ still
cling to their dream[s]" (M B3aparusatot ot BoiHbl,/ Emie ynepxusas cHbL,/

[TpuxoBannsie noak[u]"), Canto X continues, in a passage that turns over Mandel'shtam's

"Chernozem":
A MOPIO KaKeTCsl, YTO 3pst But to the sea, it seems in vain
Wx xpenko aepkat sKopst that anchors tightly hold them
3ap KaBJIEHHOIO LENBIO, with a rusty chain,
Uro HaMm nopa OBl TIIBIT TYAA, that it is time for us to swim there,
I'me Mmomua ropOouTCs BoAa where silent water stoops
PacnaxanHoo cTENBIO, to plowed steppes,
I'ne mope T0 *e, 4TO 3eMJls, where sea is same as earth,
OHO ToX0ke Ha MOJIs resembling the field
C noaHATOM 1ENUHOIO, with virgin soil upturned,
Kak 6ynro boxus coxa, as if God's plow,
ApXaHTeIIOBHI JIeMexa the Archangel's plowshares
Konanucs B eperuno[e]'® were digging into humu(s]

Note how the third-line rhyme of "rmotku" and "nmoaku" give way to "uensto" and
"crenbto," which in turn give way to "uenunoro" and "nepernoe." Evoking
Mandel'shtam's flowing "Kaxk Ha 1emex npusTeH >kupHblIif iact,/ Kak crens n1exuT B
anpesbckoM posopote! "' ("How the fat earth pleases the plow,/ How the step lays in
the April turning!"), Shalamov answers with the truncated "Kak 6ynro boxus coxa,
Apxanrenossl nemexa/ Konamucs B meperno[e]" ("as if God's plow,/ the Archangel's

plowshares/ were digging into humu([s]"). Note the smooth flow between the 8-syllable

162 Tbid., Canto X.7-18.

163 Osip Mandel’shtam, "Chernozem," Pycckas BUpTyanbHas OMOIHOTEKA.
http://rvb.ru/mandelstam/dvuhtomnik/01text/vol 1/01versus/0234.htm
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lines of the couplets, and the jerky transition to the third, seven-syllable line. With its odd
number of syllables coming abruptly after two lines with even-numbered syllables, and
with the syllabic stresses often switching abruptly from an iambic feel in the couplet to a
trochaic feel in the third line (or from a trochaic feel to an iambic one). Shalamov's
atomic tercets are in a sense tearing their own cockscombed throats.!®* At the same time,
after each "tearing" the poema restores itself, like Prometheus' liver, returning to the
stable, tightly matched rhyme and rhythm of the next tercet's couplet. The poema mirrors
its speaker's "eternal litigation between two sides."

Atomnaia poema's turn from sea to plowed steppes evokes the shift from pine
forest to ships at sea in Mandel'shtam's 1923 poem "Nashedshii podkovu (Pindaricheskii
otryvok") ("The Horseshoe Finder (A Pindaric Fragment)"),

I'msqum Ha jiec 1 roBOpUM:

— Bort nec xopabenbHbBIN, MAaYTOBBIH,

Po30BBIE COCHBEI,

Jlo camoli BepXyIIKH CBOOOHBIE OT MOXHATOMN HOIIIH,
WM Ob1 mockpunsiBath B Oypio,

OnMHOKUMY THHUSAMH,

B pazbspeHHoM Oe3ecHOM BO3IyXe€;

[Tox coneHoro MATOIO BETpa YCTOUT OTBEC, MPUTHAHHBIN K TUISATIYIIEH naryoe,
N mopennaBarens,

B HeoOy3anHOM jkax/1e IpOCTPaHCTBa,

Biaga yepes BiIa)KHbIE PHITBHHBI

Xpynkuit mpudop reomerpa,

CanuuT ¢ NpUTAKEHBEM 3€MHOT'0 JIOHA
I1lepoxoBaTyio MOBEPXHOCTH Mopeii.'®

164 There may also be an atomic significance to the two 8-syllable couplets followed by a
seventh-syllable line, that is, the 8-8-7 syllabic pattern: 88 is the atomic number of
radium, whose isotopes are highly radioactive, and which was discovered and named by
Marie and Pierre Curie. Moreover, Marie Curie was able to extract a single gram of
radium from 7 tons of pitchblende; hence, perhaps the 7.

165 Osip Mandel’shtam, "Nashedshii podkovu (Pindaricheskii otryvok)," Pycckas
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We look at a forest and say:

Here’s a forest for ships, for masts,

Rose-shadowed pines, in

Right to their very tops free of shaggy burdens,

They ought to creak in a windstorm,

Like solitary Italian pines,

In the furious forestless air.

Beneath the wind’s salt heel the plumbline holds, set in the dancing deck,

And a seafarer,
In his insatiable thirst for space,
Dragging the brittle instrument of the geometer across sodden ruts,

Collates against the pull of earthly breast

The ragged surface of seas.

Mandel'shtam's opening image of a forest and its imagined levelling to build ships,

evoking Peter the Great's creation of a new ship of state,'®’ finds a reverse echo in

Atomnaia poema's Prelude. Facing a forest devasted by fire, Atfomnaia poema's speaker

recalls what "everything seemed to tell" him that the forest would return:

MHe Bce kKa3ajioch, YTO OHHU
Eme BepHyTCS B HalllM THU
Co Bcel 3e1eHO0# CHII0H.

YTO 3TO TOJIBKO MUT, MOMEHT,
OHHM CTOSIT, KAK MOHYMEHT,
Ha coOcTBeHHOM MOruie,

UYro riryboko B 3emJie, B KOPHSX
JXuBer MeuTa 0 HOBBIX JHSX,

Everything seemed to tell me
that they would return in our day
in all their green might,

that it is only for an instant, a moment,
that they stand, like monuments,
on their own graves,

that deep in the earth, in the roots
lives a dream of new days,

BUpTYyaJIbHas OMOIMOTEKA,

http://rvb.ru/mandelstam/dvuhtomnik/0O1text/vol 1/01versus/0133.htm

166 Osip Mandelstam, The Horseshoe Finder (A Pindaric Fragment), tr. Steven J. Willett,
in The Penguin Book of Russian Poetry, 285-286.

167 See Clare Cavanaugh, Osip Mandelstam and the Modernist Creation of Tradition
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1994), 168. Peter the Great studied shipbuilding,
and levelled forests to build St. Petersburg, Russia's new capital, by the sea.
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['ycTeroT )KM3HU COKH. life's juices are thickening,

U BHOBB B JieCy, 4TO OBLIT COMXOKEH, and again, in a forest that was burned down
COMKHYTCSI U3yMPYIbI KPOH, emerald crowns will close in,
[opusBIMXCS BBICOKO. 68 rising high.

The childhood vision of forest crowns returning "in all their green might" turns out to be
no less naive, however, than the verses tearing cockscombed throats in Canto X. By the
end of Atomnaia poema, the speaker is split between "there, where there is pain" and
"there, where there is groaning," "in eternal litigation between two sides," echoing the
first-person despair that closes Mandel'shtam's "Nashedshii podkovu" ("Time lacerates
me, like a coin,/And I'm no longer ample for myself"'%° ("Bpems cpesaer mMens, kak
MoHeTy,/ Y MHe yx He XBaTaeT MeHs camoro...")).!7”

Mandel'shtam's "Za gremuchuiu doblest' griadushchikh veko[v]" may be the
source of the "bones" ("koctu") that crunch in Atomnaia poema's first line ("Xpycrenu
koctu y Kycto[B]" ("Bones of shrubs crunche[d]")), specifically: "UTo0 He BuaeTs HU
Tpyca, HU XJMIKOH rpsi3ubl,/ Hu kpoBaBbix kocteit B kosec[e]" ("Let me no more look at
the coward, at the mire,/ At the bloody bones in the whee[l]"). Mandel'shtam's "Uto6 He
BUJIETh HU Tpyca, HU XJIMIKOH rpsi31[bi]" is also evoked in one of Afomnaia poema's final

tercets: "They will tell, how in the wasteland" ("PacckaxyT, kak Ha mycThipe"!’!):

Kax Tpsic OBCSIHBIM KOJIOCKOM [T] shook like an oat spikelet
W xu3Hb aHIOTUHBIM TJIa3KOM and like a pansy's eyes

168 perynnenue, 25-36.

169 Mandelstam, The Penguin Book of Russian Poetry, tr. Willett, 288.

170 Osip Mandel’shtam, "Nashedshii podkovu," Pycckas BUpTyanbHas OHOIHOTEKA,
http://rvb.ru/mandelstam/dvuhtomnik/0O1text/vol 1/01versus/0133.htm

17! Mandelstam, Atomnaia poema, Canto XI.10.
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PasrnsasiBan ¢ nonsH[s1]! 7’ | witnessed life from a clearin[g]

Shalamov's "tpsic " (shook, shaking) alliterates in a near-rhyme with Mandel'shtam's

"tpyca" (coward), as the speaker imagines that whoever carelessly pulls his bones out of

nn

the ice ""will tell how," like a pansy, he passively witnessed life from a safe distance:

CkienaroT pebpa Koe-Kak,
U nanbisl MHE CBEYT B KyJIaK,
U Ha HOrM IOCTaBAT,

Pacckaxyt, kak Ha MycThIpe
S ppuICsS B pyCCKOM CllOBape,
[lepebupan andasur,

Kax Tpsic OBCSIHBIM KOJIOCKOM
U >x13Hb aHIOTHHBIM TJIA3KOM
Pasrnsaeisan ¢ nossa[ei]!7

tercets:

Kak HeHaBuel 10Kb U TPsi3b,
Kak xpoBb Ha €1 Most Tuach
W3 HezaxuBIIEH paHBbI.

Kak BbITOBapHBaJ CJI0Ba,
Kakwue 3Harot ACpeBa,
’KuBoTtHbIC U IITUIBI,

A 4enoBeuecKylo peub
Bcerna crapancs npubepedn
Ha nyuimiue ctpaHusl.

W — mycTh Ha cBeTe HE KUIel —
S — 4eI0ONTYHK U UCTEIL]
Hessinazuoro rops.

S — Tam, Tie 601b, 5 — TaMm, TI€ CTOH,
B m3BeuHOI TsHKOE TBYX CTOPOH,
B crapunnom stom criope.'’

They will rivet the ribs any which way,
fingers driven towards me in a fist,
and I will be stood on my feet,

They will tell, how in the wasteland
I dug into the Russian lexicon,
ran my fingers over the alphabet,

How I shook like an oat spikelet
and like a pansy's eyes
witnessed life from a clearin[g]

The ridiculing voice subtly seems to shift to the speaker's own voice, in the subsequent

How I hated lies and filth,
How blood gushed onto the ice
from my unhealed wound.

How I uttered words
Which the trees know,
the animals and birds,

And human speech
I always strove to set aside
on the best pages.

And(] let there be no life on earth[]
I am[ plaintiff and suitor
of impassable grief.

I am[] there, with the pain, I am[] there, with the groan,
in eternal litigation between two sides,
in this ancient quarrel.

172 Ibid., Canto XI.13-15.

173 Tbid., Canto X1.7-15.
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The speaker is split against himself, groaning in eternal litigation between two sides of
what should be indivisible. Out of place and out of time[J "not believing the age by the
calenda[r]" ("He Beps Bek kanennap[10]"' 7’0 Atomnaia poema's "1," like the spine of

Mandel'shtam's backwards-looking creature, is shattered:

U eme HaOyXHYT MOYKH, The buds will swell again,

Bpei3ueTt 3enenu nooer, And the green sprouts will burst.
Ho pa3ouT TBO MO3BOHOYHHUK, But your spine has been shattered,
Moii npexpacHblii XKaIKui Bek! My beautiful, pitiful age.

U ¢ 6eccMmbICIEHHOHN yIBIOKO# And you look back, cruel and weak,
Bcensars risamiie, 5KeCTOK U ¢i1ao, With a senseless smile,

C11oBHO 3Bepb, KOTJa-TO THOKUH, Like a beast that was once supple,
Ha cnenp! conx e nam.'’® At the tracks of your own paws.'”’

However, the tracks (s/ed) of Shalamov's speaker, of his nuclear age, will not remain:
"[t]he wind of past years blows/ and sweeps away someone's trail/ with a whirling
snowdrif[t]" ("I'me nyer Betep mpexuux yet/ U 3ametaer yeit-to cnen/ Kpyrsmeiics
nozemko[i]"!’®).

"Who can know before the word "parting,"" Mandel'shtam's speaker asks in his
1915 poem "Tristia," "What kind of separation awaits us,/What the cock's outcry will

occasion for u[s]" ("Kro moxer 3HaTh npu cioBe "paccraBanbe’/ Kakas Ham pazmyka

174 1bid., Canto X1.16-30.

175 1bid., Canto IX.46.

176 Mandelstamm, "Vek," Modern Russian Poetry, 316.
177 Ibid., 317.

178 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto 1X.52.
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npeacrout,/ UTo HaM CyuT netymibe Bockaunanb[e]"”?). In Atomnaia poema, Shalamov

nn nn

answers Mandel'shtam's ""paccraBanbe"" and "paznyka" with "paciiennennoe sapo."

179 Osip Mandelstamm, "Tristia," in Modern Russian Poetry, 294.
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CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION: ATOMNAIA POEMA'S SWERVE FROM LUCRETIUS
"The verses of sublime Lucretius will perish," Ovid fatefully opines in his
Amores, "only when a single day brings about earth's destruction" ("carminas ublimist
unc sunt peritura Lucreti, / exitio terrasc umd abitu na dies").!*° Anticipating modern
science's notion of quantum indeterminacy, Lucretius postulated that as atoms fall
through "the void" they incline, or swerve, unpredictably in time and space. An English
translation of Lucretius' account in Book II of De Rerum Natura follows, along with
Fedor Petrovskii's 1936 translation of the same passage from Latin into Russian:
$1 Ob1 sxenait, 4ToObI THI OBLI OCBEIOMIICH 3J1¢Ch TOYHO TaK K€,
YT0, YHOCSCH B IyCTOTE, B HAIIPABICHUN KHU3Y OTBECHOM,
CoOCTBEHHBIM BECOM TeJla U3HAYAIBHBIC B HEKOE BPeMs
B mecTe HeBeTOMOM HaM HAYMHAIOT CJIETKA OTKJIOHATHCS,
Taxk 4TO e/1Ba ¥ Ha3BaTh OTKIOHEHHEM 3TO BO3MOKHO. '8!
The atoms, as their own weight bears them down
Plumb through the void, at scarce determined times,
In scarce determined places, from their course

Decline a little- call it, so to spea[k]'®?

The atom's swerve leads to creative "collisions":

180 "At Amores 1.15.23, in a list of great poets, Ovid includes the carmina sublimis ...
Lucreti, while echoing one of Lucretius' own verses: [c/arminas ublimist unc sunt
peritura Lucreti, / exitio terrasc umd abitu na dies ("The verses of sublime Lucretius will
perish only when a single day brings about earth's destruction")." John Miller, "Lucretian
Moments in Ovidian Elegy," The Classical Journal, Vol. 92, No. 4 (Apr. - May, 1997),
384.

81 Tit Lukretsii Kar, O prirode veshchei, tr. Fedor Petrovskii,
http://www.nsu.ru/classics/bibliotheca/lucretius.htm

182 Titus Lucretius Carus, De rerum natura. On the Nature of Things, tr. William Ellery

Leonard (New York: E.P. Dutton and Co, 1916, urn:cts:latinLit:phi0550.phi001.perseus-
engl), 11.218-221.
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Ecnu xk, Kak Karm JOK/s, OHU BHU3 TTPOJOJIKAIM OBl Ma/1aTh,
He OTKIIOHSSICh HUUYTh HA TYTH B ITyCTOTE HEOOBSITHOM,

To HUKaKuX OB HU BCTPEY, HU TOJYKOB Y HA4aJl HE POXKIAIIOCH,
U HUYero HUKOTIA OPOJNTh He MoTia 651 mpupoma' s

[W]ere it not their wont

Thuswise to swerve, down would they fall, each one,

Like drops of rain, through the unbottomed void;

And then collisions ne'er could be nor blows

Among the primal elements; and thus
Nature would never have created augh

¢ 184
In lieu of divinity, atoms colliding indeterminately in the void kindle the sparks of
creation. Likewise, in Lucretius' view (in the words of translator Martin Smith) "irregular
phenomena such as lightning, thunder, volcanic eruptions, and earthquakes have natural
causes and are not manifestations of divine anger."!®> Shalamov reads Lucretius, in
Atomnaia poema, through the filter of the twentieth century, a century in which a single
atom, split, could destroy the world in a single instant.

While Lucretius gave an account of the universe's atomic creation, he did not
anticipate its atomic destruction. Not only do atoms swerve; they split. Not only do atoms
fall through the void; the void may burst open the atom. Any freedom associated with the

atom's unpredictable swerve is countered by the "unhealed wound," the "impassible

grief," of its proclivity to split. Shalamov thus answers Lucretius' swerve with fission,

183 Tit Lukretsii Kar, O prirode veshchei, tr. Fedor Petrovskii,
http://www.nsu.ru/classics/bibliotheca/lucretius.htm

184 Titus Lucretius Carus, De rerum natura. On the Nature of Things, tr. William Ellery
Leonard (New York: E.P. Dutton and Co, 1916, urn:cts:latinLit:phi0550.phi001.perseus-
engl), 11.224-227.

185 Martin Smith, introduction to On the Nature of Things, Titus Lucretius Carus
(Cambridge, MA: Hackett, 2001), xxiii.
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counters freedom with suffering. Lucretius may have debunked divine anger, but did not

account for nature's anger: "Maybe nature has the wish," suggests the voice of Canto IX,

"to call us to account":

BBITE MOXET, Y IPUPOJBI €CTh
JKenanbe ¢ Hamu CUETHI CBECTH

B ¢uznueckom siBnense

3a 6e3HaKa3aHHOCThH YOUHIL,
3a BCeMOTryeCTBO TYIHI]
W 3a nymu pacticHsbe.

3a BCIO JIOJICKYIO JIOXKb, OOMaH,
[Ipupoaa MCTUTH 1000 U3 CTpaH

V3ke 1aBHO TOTOBA.

3a UX NOPYraHHYIO YECTh
['oTOBUT aTOMHYIO MECTb,
He roBops nu cnosa. %

Maybe nature has the wish
to call us to account
in a physical phenomenon

for the murderer's impunity,
for the omnipotence of stupidity
and for the soul's corruption.

For all the human lies, deception,
to take revenge on any country,
nature has long been ready.

For their trampled honor
it prepares atomic vengeance,
without saying a word.

Without saying a word, not even in a word in a "third language" between human and

world (stikhi), nature is prepared to express itself in elemental (stikhiia) revenge.

From Atomnaia poema's opening remembrance of "the black trail of fire" that still

troubles its speaker's heart, to allusions to a "Last Judgement" that renders past disasters

child's play; from scientific discoveries "which bring only death," to Noah's grief sung in

a minor chord on a distant star; from "the mineral's deceit," to the the poem's split "I" and

splitting tercets, Shalamov pursues "Ovid's epiphany," releasing what is housed in a

single verse ([U]divit' moglo by svet/Chto udivit' moglo by svet,/ Kak mog vmestit' ego

poet/V odno stikhotvoren'e).

186 Shalamov, Atomnaia poema, Canto VIII.7-18.



Shalamov's Afomic Poem deploys the etymological kinship between "Stikhi"
(verse) and "stikhiia" ("element,"'®” a kinship he echoes as he disavows it, in his "On

Song" ("O pesne"):

Omna 3By4HT B €IMHOM XOpe She resounds in a single chorus
3Bepeit, pacTeHui, 00JIaKOB. Of beasts, plants, clouds.
Ei1 BToput beprunroso mope — To her the Bering sea echoes]

188 The element is not at all poetry.

Crtuxus BOBCE HE CTUXOB.
Splitting its own elements as it grieves the splitting atom, Shalamov's Afomnaia poema
engages Noah and Lot, Cain and Job, turns over lines of Mandel'shtam, Akhmatova and
Pasternak, communes with Shakespeare and Avvakum, Ovid and Lucretius. "And those
things not reduced to dust/were thrust by wind and fire/into an embrace of one another."

A conversation between physics and poetry, human and world, Afomnaia poema unfolds,

in a profound hesitation between the sound and sense of the twentieth century.

87 neruxnst: [...] Ap.-pyccK. CTUXHMS K. ¥ CTUXHIE CP. P., CT.-CIIaB. CTVXH GTOYEI0V
(Cymp.). U3 rpeu." "Stikhia," Vesmer's Etymological Dictionary,
http://starling.rinet.ru/cgi-bin/main.cgi?flags=eygtmnl

188 Shalamov, "O pesne" (Shalamov.ru http://shalamov.ru/library/10/1.html), V1.9-12.
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Mapus Kropnu

Kaxkoe-to ampens,
[Toncorn ner Haszaz --

Ha BricTaBke B bproccerne,
becnieHHBIN 3KCIIOHAT.

Heo0Opr4aiiHo BaXHBIH
Hayunslii 5KcmioHaT --
[IpocToii mucTOK OyMaxHBIN
MPUKOBBIBAET B3TJISII.

Heszpumoro cBeueHus
OTpaBiieHHBIN MOTOK;
XpaHAui U3IIy4eHne
Tetpamo4HBIi JINCTOK...

JISKUT MUCTOK MOIBEKA,
3noBemuii, Kak aH4dap,
OH -- TOpJI0CTh YEIIOBEKa,
Pazo0raueHne yap.

[Ipupoasl yap HEZPUMBIX,
I'ne mpeaBoCXUIIEHBI
[Toxaper XupocuMebl

U sanepHO BOVMHBI.

U TBI -- OTKPBITBS JKEePTBa,
Ckionosckas- Kropu,
Jlucrox -- TBoe GeccmepThe,
Jobeiics u cropu.

U cueTurk uznydeHbs
Tpenemwer y nucrka --
BceoOmee BoHeHBE,
BomnHeHbe u TOCKa.

He xu3Hu passe pagu
OTKphLIa HaM OHA

Bot atOoT cambiit panuit,
KortopsiM cpakena?
1959

APPENDIX A

MARIE CURIE
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Marie Curie

Some April,

half a century ago U
at an expo in Brussels,
a priceless exhibit.

An extraordinarily important
science exhibit[]

a simple leaf of paper

rivets the eye.

A poisoned flow
indiscernibly glowing;
holding radiation,

the notebook leaf...

Lying half a century,

sinister, like the anchar,

the paper [J pride of humanity,
unmasking charms.

Nature's indiscernible
charms, where portents rise
of Hiroshima's fires

and nuclear war.

And you U the victim of discovery,
Sklodowska-Curie,

the paper [J your immortality,

you achieve as you burn.

And the radiation counter
flutters near the paper [
all-out agitation,
agitation and angst.

Was it not for the sake of life
that she opened to us

this very same radium,

by which she was smitten?
1959



APPENDIX B

AT THE END OF HOPES AND RECKONINGS

Konen Hamexnam u pacruiaram,
OTKpoIOT 1BEpH B aja — U BOT,

Kak 0Oe3pIMSIHHBIN CKPOMHBIA aTOM,
BepHych B 36MHOI KpyroBOpPOT.

UYro s 3emne? S — cien Cae3UHKH,
MopuiuHKa Ha JUIE KEeHBI.

Sl — HepacrasBLIas JIbIWHKA,

YTo B yalle XIeT €ll€ BECHEI.

[Tyckaii TONKyT, Kak BOAY B CTYIIKE,
Mou Bparu, Mou Apy3bs

CiioBa MOM U T€ TTOCTYIKH,
KoTtopeiM ObLT IpUYacTeH s1.

MHe 3aredanuTbCcs 0 TOM OFI,
Yero He caeaid CTUXUA —
Tak He Mox0XKue Ha OOMOBI
Komouku ropst u TOCKH.
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(Untitled)

At the end of hopes and reckonings,

the doors to hell will open — and behold,
as a nameless humble atom,

I will return to the earthly whirl.

What am I to the earth? "I" — a trail of
tears,

the crease on a wife's face.

"I" — the unmelted icicle

that still waits in a dark wood for spring.

Let them grind away,

my enemies, my friends

at my words and those acts,
which I took part in.

I would rather mourn

what verses cannot do--

so unlike bombs

these bits of grief and angst.



APPENDIX C

GOLD, PURPLE AND LILAC

30JI0TOM, MypIypPHBIN U JIUIIOBBIH,
Cepblii, cHUII CBET,

BoT oHO, KOIIIYHCTBEHHOE CII0BO,
W crmaceHbs HET.

Bot oHa — B KpOBaBBIX KJIOUbSIX JIbIMA,
B simoBuTOM MriIE.

bynymas Xupocuma

Bcrana ma 3emie.

Kak rnazypp — 3e5eHblil KpUK 05Kora,
CIruiaBJIEHHBIH B CTEKJIO.

Bort ona, 310Bemas gopora,
Muposoe 3110.

JIeByIIIKe CIIETIOi OrOHb MOKapa
O0>xwuraer B30p.

...O cynpbe Bcero 3eMHOTO 1mapa
Hauar pasrosop.

1959
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(Untitled)

Gold, purple and lilac,

Gray, blue is the light,

Behold it, the sacrilegious word,
And no salvation.

Behold her - in bloody wisps of smoke,
in poisonous mist.

Future Hiroshima

rises above the earth.

Like a glaze — the green cry of a burn
fuses in glass.

Behold her, sinister road,

worldly evil.

A blind girl, flames of a fire
burn out her gaze.

...On the fate of the entire world
the talks have begun.

1959



AToOMHAas MOYMA

BCTYIIUICHUC

XpycTenu KOCTH Y KyCTOB,
U nenen nucTHEB M LIBETOB
[MocepeOpui okpyry.

A TO, YTO HE TIOIIJIO Ha CJIOM,
Tomnkano BETpOM U OTHEM
B 00bsiTHS OpyT OpYTY.

MHe naxke B JETCTBE OBLIO JKallb
JlecHy10 BBIKKEHHYIO Jalb,
W dgepuslif cnen noxapa

Bcerna TpeBOXKHT ceple MHe.
[TpnunHO#t MOXeT OBITH BIIOJIHE
CepaeuHoro yaapa.

Korna nepeBbsi-mepTBeLbl
[TepermeTanuch, Kak OOPITBI
Ha uupkoBoii apene,

ITox YepHBIM IIEIKOBBIM TPHKO
WX MBITIIIBI B3IBIOUITNCH KITYOKOM,
3acTBIB B OIICIICHCHEE.

A Beuep ObLT HeJlaJIeKo,
CrnuBal napHoe MOJIOKO,
Jleunn Ganmbp3aMOM paHBI.

U cnoit 3a ciioem mMapiio Kial
U BmecTo OenBIX onest
3aKyThIBa] TYMaHOM.

MHe Bce Ka3anoch, 4TO OHU
Emre BepHyTCS B HAIM JTHU
Co Bceli 3eJICHOM CHIION.

YTO 3TO TOJIBKO MHT, MOMEHT,
OHH CTOAT, KAK MOHYMECHT,
Ha coOcTBenHOM MoTHIIE,

Uro riryboKo B 3eMIIe, B KOPHAX
JKuBet medra 0 HOBBIX THSX,
I'ycreroT )Ku3HU COKH.

U BHOBB B Jiecy, 4TO OBLI COXIKEH,
COMKHYTCSI U3yMPYAbI KPOH,
INoxHABIMINXCSA BBICOKO.

APPENDIX D

ATOMIC POEM
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Atomic Poem

PRELUDE

Bones of shrubs crunched,

and ashes of leaves and flowers
ensilvered the region.

And those things not reduced to dust
were thrust by wind and fire
into an embrace of one another.

I felt sorrow even in childhood
for the forested burnt distance,
and the black trail of fire

still troubles my heart.
It may very well be the cause
of a heart attack.

When the dead trees
cleaved together like wrestlers
in a circus arena,

beneath black silk tights
their muscles reared up in a tangle,
frozen in torpor.

But evening, not far,
decanted fresh milk,
treating the wounds with balm,

and layer by layer laid gauze,
muffling with fog
in place of white blankets.

Everything seemed to tell me
that they would return in our day
in all their green might,

that it is only for an instant, a moment,

that they stand, like monuments,
on their own graves,

that deep in the earth, in the roots
lives a dream of new days,
life's juices are thickening,

and again, in a forest that was burned down

emerald crowns will close in,
rising high.



I

Benp B3pociomy erie cabirHei
ypmanpe yxoasumx gHei —
JIucToukoB KajgeHIapHBIX,

Bce sipue 6omb ero 3amer,
Bce 6e30TBsA3HEH TTOTYyOpen
Ero Houeit yrapHsix.

A 6015? UTO nenath HeIHYE ¢ HEH?
O6nnube MUpa BCe TPO3HEN.
Hayunsie pasragku

OfHy JTUIIL CMEPTh 3eMJIC HECYT,
Kak 6ynro 6nm3ok Crpamnsrii Cyg
U Hamo OpocuTh MPSTKH.

U 0T KOBUETOBBIX KAIOT
Paketsl Mmano oTcTaror
B cBoem cTpemiieHbe K 3B€3/1aM.

W xaxxapiit oThICKaTh OBI paj
Ha berenpretize Apapar,
Iloka eme He TO3HO.

OH TaM NPUYATHT HA HOYJIET
CBoii 00TeKaeMbIii KOBYET,
U, cnessl BeITHpAS,

Tam nepen HOBOIO JTYHOM
IIpoTsiner pyku HOBBIN Hoid,
N306aBneHHbIN OT pas,

W nyHeT B 4yTKyIO 3ypHY,
W nepHET TOHKYIO CTPYHY,
Jpoxaiyio B MUHOpE,

U npu 3Be31ax U Opu JIyHE
Ha GnmwxHelt paanoBosHe
OH 3amoer mnpo rope.

W, nepeMHOXUB IUPUHY
[Inomanku 3Be31HOM Ha AJTMHY,
B yme pacuer npukunyB,

OH cHOBa BCIIOMHHT CTapuHY
U noxaneet Ty cTpany,
Kotopyto nokunyi...

11
HUcuesmu, BepHO, Oe3 crena
U cka3koil kaxkyTcsi roga

87

I

Especially audible to an adult
is the shuffle of leaving days[]
of the calendar's leaves;

ever brighter the ache of his discernments,
ever more inextricable the half-ravings

of his smoldering nights.

And the pain? What to do with it now?

The guise of peace is all the more dreadful.

Scientific discoveries

bring only death to the earth,
as if the Last Judgement were close
and we had to give up hide-and-seek.

And out of the ark's cabins
rockets lag a little behind
in their urge towards the stars.

And each would be happy
to find Ararat on Betelgeuse,
while it is not too late.

He will moor his gliding ark there
for the night
and, wiping tears away,

before a new moon
the new Noah will stretch out his hands,
delivered from paradise,

blow into a feeling zurna,
and pluck a thin string,
trembling in minor,

and by the stars and by the moon
on a nearby radiowave
he will sing of grief.

And, multiplying the width
of the stars' square by the length,
reckoning the cost in his mind,

he will again remember times past
and sorrow over the land,
which he left ...

I
They vanished, truly, without a trace,
and the years seem like a fairy tale



W BBITISAAAT, Kak HEOBLIb,

Korma xBaTaio xjieba BceM,
Korma mogo6HbIX CTPaHHBIX TEM
He Be1Hocuiio Hebo.

Korma ycranapiMu mroapMu,
Kak Ha paboTe normaapmu,
He ynpasisimu mietsto,

Korna B ceipoii paccBeTHOM MTIIe
He Bunno ObLIO Ha 3eMIle
JIBaaIiaToro CTOJIETHS.

Korma tak mHOTO OBIITO MEKK
U denoBeka ueioBex
HasBatsb meiTazncs 6paTom,

Koraa HC 4C€CTBOBaJIaCh JICCTh
U ne pacTainTbiBajlacCb 4€CThb,
He paclICIUIAICA aTOM.

I
To pacuierieHHoe Sapo
Ham mupa BeIBEpHET HYTpO

I'pemyuyto npupony.

OtsixeneBiias Boja,
MyTsick, oTKpoeT 6e3 Tpyna
3HaueHbe BOIOPOAa.

JIumyueii 3eneH TUCTOK,
IIpo3paunslil po3bl J€NECTOK —
OHH — KaK B3pBIB — B 3acajie.

W, npunoaHsIB MOKPOB 36MHOM,
Mup nipezacTaeT nepeao MHOM
ApPTUIIEpUCKUM CKIIAJIOM.

MB!I UIIb Tenephb MOHITh MOTIIN
Bce nunemepue zeminu,
KoapcTBo MuHepana.

U obnaka, u 4epHO3EM,
Yto MBI MaTepuei 30BeM, —
Bce crano mareppsiom

Y6wuiicTBa, KpOBH H yTPO3,
U xaxyTes paspsiibl Tpo3
Pebsiueckoii HrpyHIKOH.

U na onyiike B THIINHE
Ham M02XHO cpaBHHBaTh BIIOJIHE
C mo00¥t XJIOMYIIKOH ITyIIKY.
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and appear, like a fantasy,

When there was bread enough for all,

When the sky did not abide
such strange themes.

When exhausted people
were not whipped
like work horses,

When in the raw dawn mist
the twentieth century
was not yet visible on earth.

When there were so many Meccas
and human tried to call human
brother,

When flattery did not honor itself,
honor did not trample itself,
and the atom did not split asunder.

III

That sundered core will turn
the world's insides out to us:
thunderous nature.

Heavy water,
roiled, will readily discover
what hydrogen means.

The sticky green leaf,
the diaphanous rose petal--

they lie[] like explosionsl] in ambush.

Lifting its earthly cover,
the world presents itself to me
as a weapons cache.

Only now are we able to grasp
the earth's dissimulation,
the mineral's deceit.

The clouds, the black earth,
all of what we call matter, --
have become material

for murder, blood, and threats,
and the thunderstorm's discharges
now seem like a childish toy.

On the sidelines in silence
we may well compare them
with any cap gun.



Mup B cyliecTBe CBOEM XPaHUT
3aBOPOKEHHBIH TUHAMUT,
B uBeTax Tautcs 371004a,

U Haia coHHAst CHPEHb
[IpeononeeT coH u JieHb
U nosenet no rpoda.

U comporHetcs map 3eMHOH,
W OGyneT TecHO 1Mo TyHOH,
W 3aapoxuT ceiicmouior.

K BHCKY NpHOIU3UT IHCTOJNET,
W Hogwrii rpoxHeTcst 3aBeT
Ha 3eMi1t0 ¢ KHH)KHBIX HOJIOK.

v

B macmrrabe manomM HHOTIa
ITokaskiBana HaM BoJa
Kanpusbl nonoBoabsi.

CmMerTast 31aHbs H JIeca,
Hx Bo3nocwiia B HeOeca,
B HeGecHbIE yroibs.

Ho 310 ObUTH TyCTSKH,
Toauauck TONBKO HA CTUXH.
U 6exubiii Bcaguuk MenHbli,

Korna mokunyn meeaecTall,
BHe3amHo cam OT cTpaxa cTan
3e1eHoBaTO-0JIe IHBIH.

Korna sxe Ham KOHUEPT 1aBa
Kaxoii-HuOy b 1eBSTHIN BaJ—
[Tono0One mpeucnoTHe H,

To TombKO Ha MOPCKOM BOJIHE,
Brpyr yctpemuBIuiics k TyHe
U x munoctu IN'ocnogxeit.

Be3 yBaxxeHbs K ceTMHAM
[Momuac B3pBIBAIO ceple HAM
OTBepTrHYTOM JTFOO0BBIO.

MBI HOKyHaau MACTOJET
W 3aBemanu Hai ckeynet
Ha no6poe 310poBbe

B anaromuueckuii mysei,
A 1711 pPOMaHTUKOB-ApYy3ei
Ha nenensuuny yeper.

U ¢ uecTHOM ropedsto B KPOBU
Ms1 ymupanu ot 008y,

89

The world in its very being holds
spellbound dynamite,
malice conceals itself in flowers,

and our drowsy lilac
overcomes sleep and sloth
to lead us to the grave.

And the earth's sphere will shudder,
and it will grow tight under the moon,
and the seismologist will tremble.

The pistol will graze the temple,
and the New will tumble Testament
down from bookshelves to the earth.

1A%

Water has sometimes shown us
on a small scale

the caprices of high tide.

Sweeping away buildings and forests,
lifting them into the sky,
into heavenly lands.

But these displays were nothing,
befitting only verses;
the poor Bronze Horseman

when he left his pedestal
instantly turned
greenish-pale from fear.

Whenever we were given a concert
by some kind of ninth swelllJ
a likeness of the netherworld,

it was only on an ocean wave,
suddenly surging towards the moon
and towards the mercy of God.

Without respect for gray hair
sometimes a heart blasted us
with unrequited love.

We purchased a pistol
and bequeathed our skeleton
to the cause of good health

in an anatomical museum,
and to our friends the Romantics:
a skull for an ashtray.

And with honest bitterness in the blood
we died of a love



Kaxkoit Teneps He BepsT...

Ho »Tu BeImaas! pexu
BriBanu ci1abbl ¥ MeENKH
U 3auacTyro TUYHEIL.

Takas x cuiia, Kak JJI0OOBb,
He wacto nponuBana KpoBb,
VneprkaHa NpuiInybEM.

v
Yto nmpuHUMAII 1 COPOK JIET
JIuure 32 yepeMyXxoBbIf LIBET,
3a BepOHBIC TOYATKH —

Bce HbIHUe s1€3€T B apceHa —
Brnonne BoeHHBIM MaTepbsi1 —
[TomoOue B3phIBUATKH.

U 510 cTpamHoe ceipbe
B Moe BopBanoch ObITHE
B 3noBemieit cmepTHOM Macke,

l'oToBO yOWMBAaTH M MCTHTS,
I'oToBO cuUII0# POT 3aKPBITH
CocrapuBIIeics: CKa3Ke.

Ho s He 3Har0, KaK MHE XUTh,
U 5 He 3Ha10, KaK MHE OBITh:
TpaBUTBCS Wb OMHUTHCS,

Korna sapo B mr000M 1BeTKE,
B 11000M TOYEHOM JIETIECTKE
I'otoBo pacmenurhbcs.

VI

Y Hac OTHUMYT >KENThIN KJIEH,
YV Hac OTHUMYT rOpPHBIA CKJIIOH
U kannu noxxneBble.

MpI GOJIBIIE HE TIOBEPUM KM,
MpI ¢ HEIOBEPUEM TIISIAUM.
Benp MBI eliie xuBbIE.

MpI uieM B MUpe AJ1s ceosl,
Uemy OBl BepwIH, JIIO0S,
W Hamux ria3 onopou

He OynyT nunuii tenecTku
U cxatble B pyKax pexu
3a1yM4MBbIE TOPHI.

Ho Ham ocTaBsT mynbc MaHer,
Mepuaromuii HeOCCHBIH CBET,
ITouTHn 4TO HEBECOMBIH,
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that noone believes in now...

But these lunges of the river
tended to be weak and shallow,
usually personal.

Such a power as love
did not often spill blood,
restrained by decorum.

v

What I took these forty years
for bird cherry flowers,

mere pussywillow catkins [

today climbs into the arsenal—
war material, in full bloom[]
assuming the likeness of a bomb.

A terrifying raw material
is bursting into my being
under a sinister death mask,

ready to kill and avenge,
ready to shut a mouth by force
as in the aging fairy tale.

But I don't know how I am to live,
and I don't know how I am to be:
whether to drink poison or to drink,

when the core in any flower,
in any chiseled petal
is ready to split itself.

VI

They will take from us the yellow maple,
They will take from us the mountain slope
and drops of rain.

We no longer believe them,
we look with suspicion.
We are, after all, still alive.

We look into the world for our own sake,
for something we might believe in, loving,
and for our eyes to rest on:

there will be no lily petals,
no musing mountains pressed
in a river's hands.

But to us is left the pulse of the planet,
the flickering celestial light,
almost unweighable,



JlaBneHbe COJIHIIA U JIYHBI,
Bcro TsxecTh 3Be3JHONM THITHHEI,
Tak xopo11o 3HaKOMOH.

Mzl OIrymamim sap4uc BCEX
3HaYeHbE ITUX CBETIBIX BCX,
Hx CTpPaHHOC NaBJICHBLEC.

W moTomMy 11 HaImmx MyK
OCTaBsT TOJBKO CBET U 3BYK
Jlo cBeTomnpecTaBiIeHbA

Bem; JIaXK€ B ThICAYY BEKOB
Ham e HCUCPIIaTh BCEX CTUXOB,
HpOCﬂHII/IXCH Ha Iepbil.

U, noTepsB NpUBBIYHBIN MuUp,
MsI Tpebyem anst apd u aup
Ocoboro noBepssl.

viI

Bce 10, 9TO 3HAN 1000 TTOAT
Ha3zag ToMy MsTh THICSY JIET,
Tenepsb yaeHbIid-pu3uK,

EnBa He BEIOUBIINCE U3 CHII,
JlabopaTopHO BOCKpecHII,
CHa0Iu1 HayIHOH BH30H.

Emy Menanu v BeHKH,
3a0BITHI JPEBHUC CTUXH,
OBuUs IPO3pPEHDE,

UT0 yIUBUTH MOTIIO OBI CBET,
Kak Mor BMECTHTE €0 IO3T
B onHo cTMxoTBOpEHBE.

U cnunrkom CTpallHO BCIIOMUHATD,
Kak JA0OBOANJIOCH YMUPATh
I'Iy[[eCHI)IM TEM IMMPOBUALIAM.

Ux oTnpasiisiiu MHOTO pa3
Konuate npopoueckuii pacckas
B TropeMy miu B O0NBHUITY.

W B Hamm nHU HAyKe JaH,
IloackazaH reHuanbHbIN IUIAH
Kakum-aubyap ['omepom.

U o3apstoT cpasy, BAPYT,
[TyTh MOJOXKNTENBHBIX HAYK

Ero cruxu u Bepa,

Ero MOTyHueCTBO U BJIACTh,
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the pressure of sun and moon,
all the gravity of starry silence
we know so well.

We sensed brighter than everything

the meaning of these luminous milestones,

of their strange pressure.

And this why for our torment
there remain only light and sound
until doomsday.

Even in a thousand centuries
we will not exhaust all the verses
supplicating on quills.

And, losing the familiar world,
we will demand for harps and lyres
a singular trust.

Vil

What any poet knew
five thousand years ago,
the physicist,

almost impotent,
now resurrects in the lab
and endows with a scientific visa.

To him go the medals and wreaths,
forgotten are the ancient verses,
the Ovidian epiphany

that it might astonish the world,
how much its poet can house
in one line of verse.

And it is too frightening to recall
how it was that they died,
these miraculous seers.

They were sent many times
to end the prophetic story
in prison or in a hospital.

And in our day science is handed,
proffered an ingenious plan
by some kind of Homer.

And the path of positive science
will be illuminated all at once,

suddenly, its verses and faith,

its authority and might,



KotopsiMm cpony He mponacTs,
Hagexk He pa3menbuntbes,

Xorts OBI BCe, UTO 1O PyKOH,
Jpia u 3710001 U TOCKOH,
XKemano 6 pacrienuTbes.

VIII

U pansme boxus pyka
Kapana mep3octu rpexa,
I'nana u3 pas Eny.

U paxe 3emmro crumrommia bor,
Korma On ynepxats HE MOT
IIpopBasiierocs ruesa.

BbITh MOXKET, y IPUPOJBI ECTH
YKenanwe ¢ HaMu CUETHI CBECTh
B ¢usnueckom siBieHbE

3a 6e3HaKa3aHHOCTH yOWIIL,
3a BCEMOTYIIECTBO TYIIHII
U 3a pymu pactiienbe.

3a BCIO JIIOJICKYIO JI0XKb, OOMaH,
[Ipupona McTuTh 00O U3 cTpaH
Y3ke JaBHO rOTOBA.

3a uX NOPYraHHYIO YeCTh
I'oToBUT aTOMHYIO MECTb,
He rosopst Hu cioBa.

IX

Y Bcex cBoe 100po U 310,
CBOIi KpecT u KopM4ee BeCIo.
Ho ectb 3ax0oH npuposl.

Yro BceX, KOro HE CBAJIUT C HOT,
Tex pa3roHser KU3HU TOK
K anomam m xatogam.

Ponurcs xecTkuil pazroBop
BonsHOMY cepaily Briepekop
O moure M 0 claBe.

Ho kax »e CIUIaBUTh T€ MEYTHI
W HaqMOTHIIBHBIC KPECTHI
B mag6umeHckoi onpase?

U 310, BepHO, HE MPO HAC
Tot ymunuTensHslil pacckas
W JlukkeHca pOMaHBbl.

Benp Ham BepcThl BEJINKH,
[Memeps! Hamm riry6oKn

92

by which the abyss will never
shatter itself once and for all,

even if everything under
its thumb, breathing with malice
and angst, longed to split itself.

VIII

Before, the hand of God
chastened the filth of sin,
chasing Eve from Eden.

God even levelled the earth,
when He could not stem
the tide of wrath.

Maybe nature has the wish
to call us to account
in a physical phenomenon

for the murderer's impunity,
for the omnipotence of stupidity
and for the soul's corruption.

For all the human lies, deception,
to take revenge on any country,
nature has long been ready.

For their trampled honor
it prepares atomic vengeance,
without saying a word.

IX

Everything has its own good and evil,
its own cross and helmsman's oar.
But there is a law of nature.

Whatever, whoever is not knocked off their feet,
these life's current will disperse
to the anodes and the cathodes.

Tough talk is born
to the diseased heart set
on duty and on glory.

But how to alloy these dreams
with the gravestone crosses set
in the cemetary's ring?

It is, truly, not for us
the cloying story
of a Dickens novel.

No, in our vast versts,
our profound caverns



U XonoaHbl TUMaHEI,

U B pa3HOCTH Temmeparyp
I'pennannuu u Sctpemanyp —
Takast ecTh Upe3MEpPHOCTS,

YTo KaxXIOMy HE XBATHUT CHJI,
Y106 MOT, yMEN U BOCKPECHI
CBor10 OBLTYIO BEPHOCTb,

Y100 OBUIM CHOBA 3a0IHO.
He Ha3pIBamm XU3HA THO
braroyxanHbIM HEOOM.

A ecau 3TO HE TaHO —
He oTtkpbiBau Obl OKHO,
He nogaBainu xie0ba.

Benp naxe npyx0a u cembs
Ciy>XuTb ONOPOH OBITHS
IMomuac yxe HE MOTYT.

U xaXkapli UIIET B TEMHOTE
CBoeii 0OMaHyTOH MeuTe
Oco0byto gopory.

MHe BHOpY TOJIBKO B METIIO JIE3Th,
MHue Hazfoenu J0Xb U JIECTh
U pabckuie MOKIIOHEI.

Ho rze >x MHE OTBICKAaTh HAJICK]I,
UToOkI 3aMOHUTE 3Ty Opelb
CoBMecTHOM 000POHBI?

U Ha 0OpBIBUCTOM Kparo
IIpeononeto st cBOIO
3aCTEeHYUBOCTD U POOOCTH.

He Beps Bek xaneHaapro,
S ¢ ynuBneHueM CMOTPIO
Ha BBIpBITYIO IPONACTD.

Ho s Tyna ne ynany,
S ynepKych Ha CKOJIB3KOM JIBITY,
Ha ToHKOM 1 Ha JTOMKOM,

I'me nyeT BeTep MPEXHUX JIET
U 3ameTtaeT ueii-To cien
KpyTrsieiicst mozemMKou.

X

[IpoBo3riamaiot neTyxu
CBOU HaUBHBIC CTUXH,
JepyT neryubu rioTkH,
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and chilly estuaries,

in the temperature difference
from Greenland to Extremadurall
are such extremes,

that everyone lacks the strength
to grasp and resurrect
their own former truth,

to be again at one.
No longer calling life's bottom
fragrant sky.

But if it is not givenl]
the window is not opened,
bread is not broken;

if even friendship and family
can already no longer
serve as supports of being;

and if each seeks in the dark
a singular road
to his own deceptive dream[]

then I fit only to climb into the noose;
I am fed up with the lies and flattery
and slavish bows.

But where am I to seek out hope,
to make whole this breach
of joint defense?

On the abrupt edge
I will overcome
my own shyness and timidity.

Not believing the age by the calendar
I look with surprise
at the dug-up abyss.

But I will not fall there,
I will hold out on the slippery ice,
on thin and on brittle,

where the wind of past years blows
and sweeps away someone's trail
with a whirling snowdrift.

X

The cocks proclaim

their naive verses,

tearing their cockscombed throats,



U B3aparuBaioT OT BOJIHEI,
Ewe ynepxuBas cHbl,
[IpukoBaHHBIE JTOAKH.

A MOpIO KaXkeTcsl, 9To 3ps
Hx kpenko aepkaT sKopst
3ap KaBICHHOO LIEIIO,

UYro HaMm mopa OBl IJIBITh TY]A,
I"'me moyrga ropOuTCs Bosa
PacnaxaHHOIO CTENBIO,

I'ne mope To xe, 4TO 3emis,
OHO MOX0KE Ha MOJISI
C 1ogHATOM LETHHOIO,

Kaxk 6ynro boxus coxa,
ApXxaHrejaoBbl JeMexa
Konanuce B neperxoe,

Yo, eciiu O TOAKKA HACTUTAI
Ha nmonmytn Opoasuunii mKkBat,
OH 1o 1o6pocepaeybio

Hx oborien u momagui,
He 3akomnan 661 B MyTHBIN WIT
U coxpaHHI OT TCYH.

A eciu 0 3a )KUBBIX TPeOIOB
B HuX mocaauiu MepTBEIOB,
OTHIO/Ib HE CAMO3BAHIICB,

Onu 6my>xaanu 6 cpeau mxep
He xy>xe npounx Ha MaHep
Jleryuero 'omnannna.

XI

Korma-auOyap Ha TyCKIIBIN CBET
Bpenymux no HeOy maHeT

U BeITaImaT HeOPEIKHO

Jl1st ono3HaHus npuMeT
Ckener MATUAECSTH JIeT,
ITOKpBITHIN MBLIBIO CHEKHOM.

Ckremarot pedpa Koe-Kax,
U mansIpl MHE CBEIYT B KyJaK,
U Ha HOTH TTOCTaBAT,

PacckaxyT, KaKk Ha IycThIpe
51 pbuICS B pycCKOM CllOBape,
[epebupan andasut,

Kak TpsAC OBCSHBIM KOJIOCKOM
U ku3Hb aHIOTUHBIM IJ1a3KOM
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and chained boats,
shuddering from a wave,
still cling to their dreams.

But to the sea, it seems in vain
that anchors tightly hold them
with a rusty chain,

that it is time for us to swim there,
where silent water stoops
to plowed steppes,

where sea is same as earth,
resembling the field
with virgin soil upturned,

as if God's plow,
the Archangel's plowshares
were digging into humus,

that if midway a wandering squall
overtook the boats,
out of kindheartedness

it would pass over and spare them,
not bury them in the muddy silt
and would save them from leaking.

But if in place of living rowers
the dead were planted,
far from impostors,

they would wander among the skerries
no worse than others, in the manner
of the Flying Dutchman.

XI

Someday by the dimming light

as planets wander through the sky
they will carelessly pull out

for identifying signs
a fifty-year old skeleton,
powdered with snowy dust.

They will rivet the ribs any which way,
fingers driven towards me in a fist,
and I will be stood on my feet,

They will tell, how in the wasteland
I dug into the Russian lexicon,
ran my fingers over the alphabet,

How I shook like an oat spikelet
and like a pansy's eyes



PasrisaapiBan ¢ HOJISIHEI, witnessed life from a clearing,

Kax HeHaBuIemn 105Kb U TPs3b, How I hated lies and filth,

Kaxk xpoBb Ha J1e MOsI JINIach How blood gushed onto the ice

W3 HezaxxuBIIEH paHBI. from my unhealed wound.

Kax BbITOBapuBal ciiosa, How I uttered words

Kakue 3HatoT nepesa, Which the trees know,

JKMBOTHBIC ¥ MTHIIBI, the animals and birds,

A YeIT0BEYECKYIO Peb And human speech

Bcerna crapaics npubepednb I always strove to set aside

Ha ny4mne cTpaHuiisl. on the best pages.

W — mycTh Ha CBETE HE YKHIICI] — And[ let there be no life on earth(]

51 — 4enobUTUMK U UcTeLl I am[J plaintiff and suitor
Hesrrnaznoro rops. of impassab]e grief_

51 — Tam, rae 607k, s — Tam, Ie CTOH, I am[] there, with the pain, I am[] there, with the groan,
B n3BeuHoii Ts0K6€ ABYX CTOPOH, in eternal litigation between two sides,
B crapunzoM 3TOM criope. in this ancient quarrel.
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