Alexander Zholkovsky (USC, Los Angeles)

“WHO ORGANIZED THE STANDING OVATION?”:
STALIN, AKHMATOVA, AND SHAKESPEARE

I

We’ll be looking at a famous one-liner, representing a high point in Anna Akhmatova’s
dramatic interactions with Stalin. As is well known, in August 1946, the poet was singled out,
along with Mikhail Zoshchenko, for crushing Party criticism, delivered by Andrei Zhdanov,
behind whom loomed Stalin himself. He is said to have been incensed by the standing ovation
that greeted Akhmatova’s appearance and recital in a Moscow concert hall earlier that year.
Akhmatova and some of her friends claimed to know the dictator’s exact words that unleashed
the official attack on her: “Kto organizoval vstavanie?!” (literally, “Who organized the standing-
up?!”).

4)) — This is me earning the Decree, -- Akhmatova would say about a photograph taken at one of the evening
concerts in Moscow in the spring of 1946 <...> It was rumored that Stalin was enraged by the enthusiasm with
which the audience received Akhmatova. According to one version, he asked, after some such event: "Who arranged
the standing-up?” (N. Glen).

2) Akhmatova believed that <...> Stalin was jealous of the ovation she got: in April 1946, Akhmatova recited
her poems in Moscow, and the audience applauded on their feet. Such applause was due, according to Stalin, to only
one person, himself — and suddenly the crowd went ahead and applauded some poetess (L. Chukovskaia).

3 Zoshchenko related that the Decree was the result of Zhdanov’s report to the boss himself. The emphasis
was on the concert at the Polytechnic, where the entire hall stood up when Akhmatova appeared on the stage.
Allegedly, the boss asked: “Who organized the standing-up?” This sounds like a “quotation,” as Pasternak used to
say, 1. e. this is a phrase from the vocabulary of the person to whom it is ascribed (N. Mandel’shtam).

Most of those who report the dictum agree in ascribing it to Stalin, — with careful
reservations, using words like allegedly, supposedly, as rumor would have it. Nadezhda
Mandel'shtam stresses that the words did sound fsitatno, “quotation-like,” -- something that is
relevant to my today’s topic, dealing with (inter)textuality, rather than with the phenomenon of
the purges per se.

Remarkably, depending of the attribution, the meaning of the remark generates different
connotations.

If we take it to have been actually authored by Stalin, it strikes us with its Grand-
Inquisitorial overtones: those who have plotted the unauthorized demonstration must be found
and punished; the Central Committee should issue a harsh Decree and send Zhdanov to
Leningrad empowering him to undertake the necessary repressive measures. This is a program
that is crystal clear, ominously resolute and completely devoid of the power-playfulness
characteristic of some of Stalin’s real and apocryphal statements.'

These meanings do not disappear if we see the remark as coined by the poet herself — and
ascribed to Stalin, -- as they confirm her position of a victim of Stalinist repressions. Only in this
case, other connotations come to the fore: the playful, ironic ones, with the joke this time being



not so much on the victims of Stalin, but on himself. The remark shows him up as a dumb and
petty bureaucratic tyrant, samodur, who can’t imagine that the public could greet someone
spontaneously, not on official orders, the way he himself and his henchmen are routinely greeted
by the Soviet masses.” Such a reading presupposes an enlightened observer, is, so to speak,
addressed to one, and thus makes probable Akhmatova’s own authorship of the remark, --
without, of course, constituting final proof.

In any event, the issue remains open, as the provenance of the saying has not been
documented. It could well have been uttered by Stalin, and then again it could have come from
Akhmatova’s own poetic workshop -- as one more of her famous plastinki, “records,” vignettes
with which she used to regale her guests.

Incidentally, the saying is known from the literary circles, i. e. those by definition closer
to Akhmatova, — and not from governmental archives or Kremlinological studies. It circulates as
part of Akmatoviana, predominantly of the semi-amateurish sort, and does not appear in
scholarly compendia of biographical information such as Chernykh’s 2008 Chronicle of the
poet’s life. It is also absent from Stalin’s biographies.

I always suspected — in line with my demythologizing take on Akhmatova’s
zhiznetvorchestvo — that the famous remark was her own brilliant creation. I will now try to back
my claim with some evidence onto which I stumbled recently and that so far has not been taken
into account.

11
Akhmatova was a great fan and attentive reader of Shakespeare. References to his oeuvre
abound in her texts. Her number one favorite among the plays was Macbeth, which she claimed
knowing practically by heart and once, in nineteen thirties, tried translating. In the poem
“Londontsam” (To Londoners; 1940) she refers to all 23 of Shakespeare’s plays, lists some of
the famous ones and reserves the pride of place — two lines crowning the survey -- for Macbeth.

“) JBanuare yerBepryto Apamy Lllekcnupa
[Mumret Bpems GeccTpacTHON PYKOM.
Camu y9aCTHMKH YyMHOTO TIHpa,
Jlyue mbl "amnera, Lesaps, Jlupa
Bynem uuraTh HaJl CBUHIIOBOM PEKOM;
Jlyumie cerogus ronyoky JKyiabeTTy
C nenbeM U (akesioM B rpod MPOBOXKATh,
Jly4uie 3arasiAbIBaTh B OKHA K Makbery,
Bmecre ¢ HaeMHBIM yOuiinei ApoKaTh, --
Tonbko He 3Ty, HE ATy, HE 3Ty,
OTy y’Ke MBI HE B CUJIaX YUTaTh!

A twenty-fourth Shakespearean drama Time is writing with its dispassionate hand. We, who are ourselves
participants at the plagued feast, We better read Hamlet, Caesar, Lear Over the leaden river; It is better to be seeing
Juliet, the little she-dove, into her grave, singing and burning torches, Better to be peeking into Macbeth’s windows
[and] Tremble together with a hired murderer, -- Only not that one, not that one, not that one? That one it is beyond
us to read!



Allusions to Macbeth, beginning with a 1921 poem and all the way to the much later
Poem Without a Hero and the cycle “Shipovnik tsvetet,” have been identified by the
commentators. These involve:

Item: the bloodied hands (a nod to Lady Macbeth; V, 1):

Q) B xpoBU HEBHHHOW MaJIeHbKUE PYKH,
Cepnas psiib HaJl PO30BBIM BHCKOM;
(«ITycTp rOoMOCA OpraHa CHOBA TPSHYT...»)

Little hands covered by innocent blood, A strand of gray hair over the pink temple (“Let the voices of the
organ sound loudly again...”).

Cf. Macbeth, V, 1:
Doctor
6) What is it she does now? Look, how she rubs her hands.
Gentlewoman
It is an accustomed action with her, to seem thus washing her hands: I have known her continue in this a
quarter of an hour.
Lady Macbeth
Yet here's a spot <...> Out, damned spot! out, I say! <...> What need we fear who knows it, when none
can call our power to account?--Yet who would have thought the old man to have had so much blood in him
<...> What, will these hands ne'er be clean? <...> Here's the smell of the blood still: all the perfumes of Arabia
will not sweeten this little hand. Oh, oh, oh! <...> Wash your hands, put on your nightgown; look not so pale.--I
tell you yet again, Banquo's buried; he cannot come out on's grave <...> To bed, to bed! there's knocking at the gate:
come, come, come, come, give me your hand. What's done cannot be undone. --

Item: a ghost in a mirror (inspired by that of Banquo; IV, 1):

(@) EcTh B 3TOM MHUpE NOKAIETh O YeM,
U BOT MIeT meKcIupoBCKas Apama,
U crpameH npu3pak B 3epKaJjie 4y:KOM.
(«MeHs ¥ 3TOT rojioc He oOMaHeT...», 1956);

There are things in this world to miss/grieve for, And lo, a Shakespearean drama is afoot, And the ghost in
an alien mirror is scary (“I won’t be fooled by this voice...”; 1956).

Cf. Macbeth, 1V, 1:

3 Thou art too like the spirit of Banquo. Down!
Thy crown does sear mine eyeballs. And thy hair,
Thou other gold-bound brow, is like the first.

A third is like the former.—Filthy hags!

Why do you show me this? A fourth? Start, eyes! <...>
And yet the eighth appears, who bears a glass

Which shows me many more, and some I see

That twofold balls and treble scepters carry.
Horrible sight! Now I see ’tis true;

For the blood-boltered Banquo smiles upon me

And points at them for his.

Item: guests with scepters etc. in Ch. I of 4 Poem Without a Hero:

) U mmammy, v 3ke3J1bl, ¥ BEHIbI



Bawm IpuaCTCA CETOAHA OCTAaBUThD.

All the cloaks, and scepters and crowns Today you’ll have to leave behind.

This is clearly a reference to another line in the scene of the show of Eight Kings in Macbeth, 1V,
1, just quoted: That twofold balls and treble scepters carry.

Finally, the image of graves that can’t hold their dead, in the same chapter of the Poem:

10) 3HAUUT, XPYIIKH MOTHJIbHbIE IIMTHI,
3HAYNT, MSITYe BOCKA TPAHUT...

That means the gravestones are fragile, The granite is softer than wax...
This goes back to the scene of feast in Macbeth, III, 4:

If charnel-houses and our graves must send
Those that we bury back, our monuments
Shall be the maws of kites.

And Akhmatova even made a point of registering this reference in her Notebooks:

an 24 wrons 1962 r.: «MakbetoBckue <ctuxw> (SIBneHne Tenu banko Ha mHpy)».
“July 24, 1962 : Macbethan [lines] (Banquo’s appearance at the feast).”

Akhmatova’s fixation on Macbeth has been connected by the commentators — Roman
Timenchik and others -- to “the tragic experience of her generation”: “the great terror” in general
and the 1934 murder of Kirov in particular. She, as Stalin’s victim, naturally identified with

Banquo and, accordingly, projected Macbeth in Stalin.

111
Conspicuous by its absence among Akhmatova’s references to the play is -- in light of
her “Macbethomania,” -- one of the most stunning details of the same scene (111, 4).

I won’t claim having thought of it just like that, by myself, while pondering the
problematic vstavanie remark. No, as is the rule with lucky conjectures, it occurred to me as I
was reading something apparently extraneous, in this case -- Yuri Olesha’s No Day Without a
Line, or rather its latest, more complete and authentic version, the Kniga Proshchaniia, The of
Leave-Taking.

12) When you are reading a dramatic work, you wait with particular interest to see how a character will react to
this or that event contrived to astonish him. After all, a talented playwright doesn’t have to limit himself merely to
exclamations in depicting such a reaction:

“What? Really? What are you saying?”

I once crept up on such a place... Banquo’s ghost appears to Macbeth. The first time Macbeth is merely
startled and says nothing. He approaches the throne again, and again the ghost appears. He remains silent. Then the
ghost appears a third time. ..

“Well,” I wondered,” just how will Macbeth react?”

It would be difficult to imagine a more accurate one.

“Which of you have done this?” he asks.



Knowing how insecure his position is, he has every reason to suspect the lords. It is indeed possible that
they have arranged the apparition — that one of them has dressed hin[=mself up or has dressed up an actor.

“Which of you have done this?”

But the lords have no idea what he is talking about (Olesha. 160-161).

Here Olesha is relishing the scene that follows the episode of Macbeth’s conferring with
the murderers who have just reported that Banquo has indeed been killed on his orders. And
now, in the presence of the lords, he is haunted by the ghost -- which he is the only one to see --
of Banquo occupying the seat at the head of the table, that is Macbeth’s royal seat. Scared, he
repeatedly declines the lords’ invitation to take it. And finally asks: “Which of you have done
this?”

Here is the scene, with some cuts:

(13) SCENE 1V. Hall in the palace.
A banquet prepared. Enter Macbeth, Lady Macbeth, Ross, Lennox, Lords, and Attendants
Macbeth
You know your own degrees; sit down: at first
And last the hearty welcome.
Lords
Thanks to your majesty.
Macbeth
Ourself will mingle with society,
And play the humble host <...>
Lennox
May't please your highness sit.
The Ghost of Banquo enters, and sits in Macbeth’s place
Macbeth
Here had we now our country's honour roof'd,
Were the graced person of our Banquo present;
Who may I rather challenge for unkindness
Than pity for mischance!
Ross
His absence, sir,
Lays blame upon his promise. Please't your highness
To grace us with your royal company.
Macbeth
The table's full.
Lennox
Here is a place reserved, sir.
Macbeth
Where?
Lennox
Here, my good lord. What is't that moves your highness?
Macbeth
Which of you have done this?
Lords
What, my good lord?

The similarity between the line Which of you have done this? (Kto eto sdelal? -- in
Pasternak’s translation) and Kmo opeanuzosan ecmasanue? (Who organized the standing-up?) is
obvious, uncanny, and telling.



Akhmatova, -- thoroughly familiar as she was with the play in general and this scene,
much referenced by her, in particular, -- was clearly in a position to borrow the line, adapt it to
the occasion and ascribe to Stalin. Alternatively, had the line, in fact, come from Stalin, she
would be likely to comment on the striking similarity between the two utterances. But she never
did, either in the 1940s or later, publicly or privately, orally or in writing. Were the words really
Stalin’s, pointing out their Macbethan ring would have been an impressive coup for Akhmatova.
On the contrary, if she was the author, such an observation would give her away and let Stalin
off the hook.

On the subject of “being given away,” let me quote Anatolii Naiman, one of my favorite
and staunch opponents, who, however, provides valuable ammunition for my argument. In his
Remembering Anna Akhmatova, he reports a different occasion on which she practically gave
herself away by ascribing to some Italian critics — and though them to Dante himself -- an
inordinate praise of her.

(14) [Wlhen a large group of poets went to Italy at the invitation of their Writer’s Union and she was not
allowed to go, she said, smiling artfully, “The Italian newspapers are saying that they would rather see Alighieri’s
sister than his namesake.” And to make this seem more plausible she repeated in Italian, “La suora di colui» ("His
sister"). By “namesake” she meant Margarita Aliger, who had gone to Rome, but there was no point in inquiring
which Italian newspapers had said this. «La suora di colui» is the Moon in Canto XXIII of I/ Purgaorio», his sister —
the Sun’s.

And I interpreted what she said in the same way when, returning from doing an errand for her on my
bicycle at Komarovo, I heard, “Not for nothing do people call you Hermes.” There were no other “people,” apart
from herself, to be seen (Eric Nayman, Remembering Anna Akhmatova, 1989: 82).

If not a definitive proof, the Macbethan parallel is, I believe, a potent argument in favor
of attributing the vstavanie remark to Akhmatova, -- which, in my view, only adds to her
achievement as a wordsmith.

To sum up this anecdote in more theoretical terms:

- The evidence for the intertextual link is circumstantial but strong, strong but
circumstantial.

- The reference, if it is there, is clearly a secret one, not meant to be noticed by the reader;
once identified, it changes the picture radically but does not destroy it — in fact, rather enriches it.

- The link is between an utterance claimed to be a part of “real life” -- but most likely a
newly coined verbal artefact -- and a remote literary source; it thus offers a perfect instance of
zhiznetvorchestvo, life-creation, or life-into-art strategy.

And it is on some of the zhiznetvorcheskie issues that I’d like to focus in what remains to
be said today.

v
I don’t know whether it is in your curriculum, but as I was preparing this talk, I looked up
Akhmatova in the English-language Wikipedia and discovered there a link to my Akhmatoclastic
article, “The Obverse of Stalinism: Akhmatova's self-serving charisma of selflessness." In
Russian, I have published many more of those and have been time and again reviled for my
demythologizing readings of her life and works.


http://www.usc.edu/dept/las/sll/eng/ess/obv99.htm

I’d like to point out to my opponents that my take on her, based on scrutinizing her
zhiznetvorcheskii myth, is much more flattering to her than theirs. How come? Here is how. As
they insist that everything she ever wrote, said, gestured, or silently implied was not a myth but
the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth, so help her God, they are actually denying
her a major part of her creativity.

My first test case, of the problematic authorship of the vstavanie line, was taken from
“reality,” -- even if it proved to be also somewhat literary. The second case will be of the
opposite kind -- literary proper: from the famous finale of her longer poem Requiem’s Epilogue.



15)

A ecnu KoT1a-HAOYIh B 3TOH CTpaHe And if someday in this country

Bo3aBUrHYTH 331yMafOT TAMIATHUK MHE, They decide to erect a monument to me,

Cornacee Ha 3TO J1al0 TOPHKECTBO, I give my consent to this festivity

Ho T0JIBKO ¢ yCJIOBbEM -- HE CTABHTD €0 But only on this condition -- not to build it

Hwu oxos10 Mops1, rae s poanJiach: By the sea where I was born,

(ITocnemHsist ¢ MOpeM pa3opBaHa CBA3b), (I have severed my last ties with the sea),

Hu B napckoM caay y 3aBeTHOIO ITHS, Nor in the Tsar's Park by the hallowed stump
I'ne Tenn Oe3yTemiHasi MIIET MeHS, Where an inconsolable shadow is looking for me;
A 31echb, I1e CTO51J1a sl TPUCTA YacoB But here, where I stood for three hundred hours
U rae nis MeHs He OTKPBLTH 32COB And no one for me did slid open the bolt.

I always felt there was something very remarkable -- brilliant, yet strange, almost fishy --
about this sequence, especially the part about the choice of place for erecting the monument.
Such acute immediate readerly reactions must be treasured and preserved because they are
usually quite relevant but, alas, susceptible to being repressed by received wisdom and canonized
interpretation. Here, the canon is of course that of Akhmatova the selfless and heroic
victim/survivor of Stalinism.

In a sense, this is similar to the case of the famous “humane” passage in Gogol’s
“Overcoat,” which was seen as a humane pronouncement by the humane Gogol of his humane
championing of the Aumane underdog, the Little Man of Russian literature, Akakii Akakievich.
Until, of course, Boris Eikhenbaum came along and taught us that the passage was just another
verbal tune among the many stylistic registers of the text. Because, as he provocatively — and
programmatically -- stated, everything in a literary text is postroenie i igra, construction and

play.

To quote another theoretical eminence, Michael Riffaterre, our “strange” first
impressions are reactions to what he, in his Semiotics of Poetry, called the ungrammaticalities of
the poetic text, which are evidence that precisely there something crucially creative is at play.
Ungrammaticalities are clues that yield, on a second reading, an understanding of the deep
structure and significance of the text.

By the time I started thinking about these striking lines from Requiem 1 already had an
idea of how to read Akhmatova’s poetry as part of her zhiznetvorchestvo and in light of her
subsequent cult. Her core invariants I defined as a narcissistic will to power and self-promotion
under the guise of weakness, poverty, self-abnegation etc. For this, I was of course much
attacked on both continents. Let me stress, that at issue here is not a simple difference of opinion
but an important distinction between semantics and pragmatics in the study of poetry, especially
the poetry of those authors who choose the path of zhiznetvorchestvo.

The proof of the text — and its plaisir — is, of course, in its close reading, and I tried it on
these lines several times over the years.

My first attempt at figuring out what was so remarkable there zeroed in on the convoluted
pattern of the speaker’s articulated desire. Namely, on the peculiar way the civic insistence on
sharing the common fate of Stalin’s victims was combined with a rather unique sort of “feminine



willfulness, even capriciousness.” That stance is of course quite characteristic of Akhmatova in
general. Accordingly, her choice of site and design for the monument follows the whimsical
pattern of “I want this but not that, I want it in this way but not in that way.”

I wrote that up, published -- and got a lot of flak for daring to find fault with the lines of
Akhmatova the heroine of resistance. In response, I stressed the importance of paying attention
to the specific way she voiced that resistance -- as opposed to merely noticing the generic
resistance as such. And there the matters stood for a while, without convincing my opponents, in
particular the now late Benedict Sarnov.

To strengthen my position, I decided to study these lines in a relevant broader context:
the “monument” topos that goes back to Pushkin, Derzhavin and Horace -- by way of
Mayakovsky, Esenin, Briusov and some others. I’ll spare you the many twists of this study (my
article is available in Russian, including online), among them the tell-tale fact that Akhmatova
envisages a real physical -- bronze monument -- not a figurative poetic one, as would befit the
Horatian tradition.

What’s even more interesting, is that her “willfulness” does not stop at the use of the
whimsical pattern “not this or that but only that other thing.” By requesting a particular site for
her monument she actually goes beyond the extant and familiar “monument topos”, which does
not involve any choice-making, just the proud statement of an already achieved poetic status. She
thus transforms this monument topos, by fusing it with another archetypal motif, let’s call it
“sepulchral,” the topos of “death and grave,” which does offer such options. Let me stress, that
these are two different topoi, and Akhmatova willfully — creatively — mixes the two.

To illustrate the sepulchral topos, with its insistence on posthumous choices, let me quote
two classical examples: Pushkin’s “Brozhu li ia vdol’ ulits shumnykh...” [Whether Wandering
Along Noisy Streets...; 1830] (13) and Lermontov’s Vykhozhu odin ia na dorogu...” [Alone I
Come out Onto the Road; 1841] (14):

(16)

U X0Tb OECIyBCTBEHHOMY TEIY And although to the senseless body

PaBHO mOBCIOTy UCTIICBATB, It is indifferent wherever it rots,

Ho 0smxe k Mmusiomy npenesy Yet closer to my beloved countryside

MHe Bce 0 X0Te10Ch NOYHBATH. I still would prefer to rest.

M nycrs y rpoboBoro Bxoza And let it be, beside the grave's vault

Munanast OyJeT )KU3Hb UTpaTh, That young life forever will be playing,

W paBHOAyIIHASA IpUpoaa And indifferent nature

Kpacoro Be4HOIO CHSATB. Be shining in eternal beauty.

a7)

S1 vy cBOOOIBI U TIOKOS, Hano muoli 4T00 BEYHO 3€JIEHES,

$1 © xoTeJ1 320BITHCS U 3aCHYTh. .. TemubIN Ay0 CKIOHSUICS U TITyMeET.

Ho He TeM XOJOTHBIM CHOM MOTHJIBI: I seek for freedom and peace;

51 © skenan HaBEeKU TAK 3aCHYTH, I would like to find oblivion and to fall asleep...
Y100 B rpyau IpeMaiy KU3HH CHIIBL, But not with the cold sleep of the grave:

Yro0 1pima B3IBIMANACk THXO TPYIb; I would like to fall asleep forever in such a way,
Yt00 BCIO HOUB, BECh JIEHb MO CIIyX Jieses, So that the forces of life would slumber in my breast,
ITpo 11000BE MHE CIAKUIA TOJIOC TIEIT; And that it would heave in gentle breathing;

So that an enchanting voice, delighting my ear,



Would sing to me of love day and night;
And, forever green, over me

A dark oak would bend and rustle.

In Russian poetry there are more instances of this motif: “the poet’s foreseeing his/her
death of choice,” notably the very influential ones from Kuzmin:

(18)

Crnanxo ymeperb

Ha 1oJje OuTBHI <...>

Crnanxo ymeperhb

MACTUTBIM CTapLeM <...>

Ho eme cnaie, eme myapee,

HMCTPATUBIIN BCC UMCHBEC <...>

NMOYKHHATH

U, IPOYMTAB paccka3 Amylnes B CTO EPBBIH pas,

and Gumilev:

19)

U ympy s He Ha mocTen,

IIpu HoTapuyce u Bpaue,

A B KakoH-HUOYAb AMKOI 1Iean,
VYToHyBLIEH B I'yCTOM ILIIOLIE,

B TEIUION AYLIMCTOHN BaHHE,

HE CIIBIIIA HUKAKUX MPOIIAHHIA,
OTKPBITH ce0¢ KIIbI;

1 4TO0 B [UIMHHOE OKHO Y MOTOJKA
MaxJjio JEBKOSIMHU,

CBETHJIA 3aps,

1 BaJICKe OBUIH CITBIITHBI (IICHTEI.

Ut00 BOWTH He BO BCEM OTKPHITHIH,
[IpoTecranTckuii, mpUOpPaHHBIN pai,
A Tyna, rie pa30oiHHK, MBITAPh

W 6nynHuna KpUKHYT: BcTaBaii!

I’ll skip analyzing these, but stress their distinct focus on the, so to speak, private.
personal choice of the ‘mode of dying’ — not on choosing the site and shape of the monument,
which is a different, public affair.

What makes Akhmatova’s capriciousness both so pronounced (that is, defamiliarized,
equals ungrammatical) and yet so persuasive (that is, naturalized, equals, in Riffaterrean terms,
converted), in a word, poetically successful? Precisely the fact that, in order to transcend/reshape
one topos, the monument one, she resorts to another, different, yet cognate one — the sepulchral,
or gravesite, which, being a ready-made, familiar motif, artistically legitimizes her desire to pick
and choose.

[As I looked into these “posthumous” topoi, I realized there was a third cognate one,
which was probably also instrumental in helping Akhmatova naturalize her “willfulness.” It is
the “testamental,” topos, where the poet, imagining his/her death, outlines the various desires and
agendas to be fulfilled by posterity, be they personal, literary, or political, including sometimes
the wish that a street or city be renamed after the late poet.]

\%
Leaving aside the many subtleties of Akhmatova’s “Epilogue” and its intricate play of
desires and preconditions, let’s proceed to some conclusions.

After I gave a paper on the subject in Moscow, at the Lotmanovskie chteniia several years

ago, a colleague, came up to me with a most unexpected remark. She said: “What did you want
to say — that she was bad, plokhaia?” This is a very telling reaction. For this kind of scholar, in

10



contemplating Akhmatova, there are only two possible tacks: finding her good (obviously, the
right one) or bad (obviously, wrong).

Thus predisposed, essentially prejudiced, such a scholar fails to see that I actually was
able to pinpoint and demonstrate some heretofore undetected aspects of the poet’s creativity, her
art. In fact, I showed how original and innovative she was. But for that I had, of course, to
abandon the beaten path of unconditional, uncritical, incurious and therefore unscholarly
admiration for the poet as traditionally perceived and to take the high road (some would say,
low) of surprised reaction, curiosity, probing and, yes, demythologization.

I hope I succeeded today in demonstrating the advantages of such an approach. If you
simply side with the idealized image of the author, imposed on us by his/her own pragmatic
strategies, we rob ourselves, as scholars, of an opportunity to actually study that image, which is
a valuable artefact. We let ourselves be co-opted by the posthumous estate of the poet (the AAA
institution, as I dubbed in an early piece) and start behaving like cult followers, groupies,
practitioners of a faith, rather than like scholars, anthropologists, historians of religion.

Speaking in familiar literary-theoretical terms, it’s still the same good old fallacy of
believing that everything in the poetic text is natural, rather than constructed. Once, prodded by
the Formalists, we allowed ourselves to study the patterns and devices underpinning the syntax
(structure) and semantics (tropology) of the literary text, its literariness. It is now time to realize
that zhiznetvorcheskie strategies are also postroenie i igra, that they rely on similar devices,
techniques, fictions, tropes, and that our task is not to perpetuate the belief in their naturalness
but, on the contrary, to see, appreciate and analyze their literariness, artfulness, artifice -- and
naturalization. Otherwise, we miss the best — artistic -- part of it. The relationship between the
poet and the reader, 1. e. the pragmatic aspect of poetry, is no less subject to structural analysis
than rhymes, meters, metaphors and other strictly textual poetic devices.

Among the poets with a strong zhiznetvorcheskii component, Akhmatova and Khlebnikov
seem to have been especially -- outrageously -- successful in turning the corresponding
disciplines into extensions of their cults. I call this school of study solidarnoe chtenie, co-opted
reading. Akhmatologists and Klebnikologists tend to take every word — poetic, artistic -- of these
masters of self-promotion literally, at face value. You can hear them saying, for instance, that
Khlebnikov discovered the laws of time and such like. As a result, the actual serious study of the
rich poetic oeuvre of such poets as Akhmatova and Khlebnikov remains in its infancy —
hampered by the self-imposed limits of following strictly in the footsteps of the authors. Shag v
storony rassmatrivaetsia kak pobeg, “A step sideways is treated as flight,” in the parlance of
Soviet-time gulag-guards.

Looking on the positive side, this leaves a vast field open for our study, practically
unexplored -- up for grabs. But only so if you come to it with open eyes and thus ready to
discover the “bad” — actually, exciting — truths.

1
Cp.
- Apyrux nucatesnel y MeHs JJIs Bac HeT, padotaiite ¢ atumu (A. A. @aneeBy wiu . U. [Tonukaprosy).
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- Yro OymeMm menats [c mapmmmaizoM PoKOCCOBCKMM, Ha KOTOPOTO IOHOCST, 9YTO OH 3aBel JIFOOOBHHUIYY —
3HaMeHHTYI0 akTpucy Banenruny CepoBy]|? 3aBumoBaTh OyaeMm.

- Oty xHUXKKY [«C TOOO# 1 6e3 Tebs» Konct. CuMoHOBa] moctaToyHO OBLTO OBl M3AATH THPAKOM B JIBa
SK3eMILUIsIpa — OJIMH AJisl Hee [Toil ke Banentunsl CepoBoii], onun ans Hero (A. A. )KnaHoBy).

* BrpoueM, Ipe/iaranach i OCMBICTCHHE BCTABAHMUS KAK PEaTbHO OPraHH30BAHHOTO:

«JIro0omBITCH M3BECTHBIN 3MM304 cO "BcraBanueM" W ¢ amokpuduyeckum BompocoMm Cramuna: "Kto
opranuzoBan BcraBaHue?". Mocud BuccaproHoBHd cO CBOEH JbSBOJIBCKOM NPOHHUIIATEIHLHOCTBIO, BEPOATHO, U
3[IeCh OKAa3aJics MpaB: BCTaBaHUE, CKOpEe BCETo, OBLIO OPraHN30BaHO. TeXHUKY "opraHu3amuu” JErKOo MOXHO cede
npeacTaBuTh: "KoyulekTuBHas Jlunms KopHeeBHa" KOMy Hazmo MO3BOHMIA, KTO-TO MPOIIENCS IO PsifaM, KTO-TO
MOJT4a IO/ MIPUMEpP, OAHUM M3 MEPBBIX MOAHABIINCH CO CTYJA, -- a pa3paboTaHo BCE 3TO OBUIO, BEPOSITHO, CAMOH
AHHON AHIpEeBHOMU, HCIIOIBOJIb BHYIIIUBIIEH MBICIH O JKEJIaTeIFHOCTH BCTaBAaHH KOHPHUIECHTaM U KOH(HUACHTKAM.
Macrepckuii X011, KOTOPBIH HTPOK rpoccMeiicTepekoro kimacca CranuH cpasy ke pasranan. Y oTBETHII MaMsATHBIM,
CJIMIITKOM aMSTHBIM KOHTpyHapom». (Tonopos 1998)
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