Evgeny Steiner

Programme Notes


The Kruchenykh’s libretto warrants less explanations from the translator – quite recondite in itself, it has much less neologisms than Khlebnikov’s Prologue. Real new words like ‘letel'bish’' – made of ‘letayushchee’ + ‘chudovishche’ (flying monster or leviathan) – became ‘flyathan’. When unclear from the context, they are explained in the endnotes. 

Another type of Kruchenykh’s specific usage of words is his masculinization of the neutral (‘ozer’ instead of ‘ozero’) or feminine genders (‘bur’ instead of ‘burya’). I translated these cases as "he-lake" and "he-storm" accordingly. Perhaps in English it sounds more ridiculous than bizarre but Kruchenykh could not expect that his shiftology (‘sdvigologiya’) would always provide comfortable shifts within other languages.

The third type of non-normative usage deals with grammar – like putting nouns in an inappropriate case (for example, ‘ekhal nalegke // proshlom chetverge’). In English with its lack of cases, it cannot be reflected.

The fourth feature of Kruchenykh’s innovation is grammatically and lexically correct sentences which are nonsensical. In this respect he may be called the precursor of Dadaist and Surrealist poetics. (Examples: ‘Pakhnet dozhdevym provalom’ – “It smells of a rainy abyss [or failure].” Or ‘Verblyudy fabrik uzhe ugrozhayut zharenym salom’ – “The camels of factories already threaten with fried fat.” It is a good alliteration, by the way: VRBL…FBR…UZHE…ROZHA…ZHARE…) 

And the last, but probably the best known Kruchenykh’s device: so called zaum’ or ‘trans-rational language’. In these cases I just left his clusters of syllables and phonemes transliterating only Cyrillic to Roman letters. About some of them (like, ‘kyuln surn der’ a treatise possibly can be written – as about his ‘dyr bul shchil’), while others might well deserve a footnote in a philological article (like the line in the song of N. & C. which consists of three Cyrillic letters Ж, Ш, Ч (Zh, Sh and Ch). Who knows, possibly Kruchenykh chose them out of the whole Russian alphabet because they, and only they, form the group of fricative hissing consonants). 

But in my translation I was more interested to show another dimension of this text – not its break with the Russian cultural tradition but, to the contrary, its links with it. Thus I chose to say “rend the curtain” instead of “tear” or “rip”; and the like –which evoke literary associations. Kruchenych, as the New [People] said in the Fifth scene, “shot into the past”. I tried to find these ostraca in his new brave text. 

 

***


Victory Over the Sun is possibly the best known and most discussed tour de force of the Russian avant-garde. An academic monograph on Victory Over the Sun would include hundreds of pages of conflicting interpretations, decorated by a morass of impenetrable footnotes. The genre of these Programme Notes is different: to give the reader some hints what this is all about; to comment on what’s going on, on-stage, in just a few pages. 

Kruchenykh’s text invites different hermeneutical approaches. The most tempting is to translate his transrational language into a rational one ​ whether it be Russian or English. Not wishing to go into detailed deliberations on this method, may I just remark that the interpretation usually relies heavily on the scope of the scholar’s imagination and his familiarity with exotic tongues. It¹s very tempting indeed to find in ‘Amda’ (the last scene) the name of a certain Ethiopian emperor of the 14th century (who could actually have been known to Kruchenykh through the translations and works on the Abissinian Orthodox Church by the Russian Orientalist, Boris Turaev, at the turn of the 20th century) or else, a word meaning ‘now’ in several Turkish languages. Oh, why not just argue that the line,  ‘k n   k n   k n   lk   m’,  in the song of A Young Man in the same scene holds the compressed names of KrucheNykh, KhLebniKov and Malevich (or Matyushin?) ​ since if to intone these phonemes with a certain emphasis, it is quite possible to invoke something suggestive. This actually is pretty feasible because the next line (‘ba ba ba ba’) can refer to BAlmont – and a possible allusion to Balmont immediately follows. But I shall not follow this path. Instead, I shall try to play with the intertextuality of Kruchenykh’s libretto and to unravel only one thread. This Ariadne’s thread will be [image: image1.png]


Pushkin.
   Not barring all other possible and impossible interpretations, I invite the reader to imagine that Victory Over the Sun is the victory over the sun of Russian poetry: Pushkin. (This expression was coined by Prince Vassily Odoevsky in his obituary on Pushkin, killed in a duel, and published on 30 January 1837.) A close reading of Kruchenykh’s text yields many allusions to this. First, however, a word should be said about the very special relation of the Futurists to Pushkin. 
   It was Pushkin that they wanted to ‘throw overboard’ from the steamboat of contemporaneity (as expressed in their Futurist Manifesto in A Slap into the Public Taste of December 1912, signed by D. Burliuk, A. Kruchenykh, V. Mayakovsky and V. Khlebnikov). Just one month before the performance of Victory Over the Sun Burliuk delivered a paper, “Pushkin and Khlebnikov”, at the Tenisheva School where he called Pushkin “the callus of Russian life”.  (Here Burliuk evidently parodied Belinsky’s formula: “Pushkin is the encyclopaedia of Russian life”.) 
   Burliuk continued in the same speech: “We position ourselves as being at right angle [i.e., 90°]  to Pushkin.” This may clarify the words of A Traveller Through All Centuries: “I am going to travel across all centuries.  I was in the 35th where there is power without abuse and the rebels battle with the sun and, although there is no happiness there, everybody looks happy and immortal… It is no wonder that I am all dusty and  t r a n s v e r s e.”  (The word ‘transverse’ is emphasised by Kruchenykh.) Seemingly meaningless, “I am… transverse” takes on sense now.
   The 35th century in the quoted passage can also be linked to Pushkin. (The number 35 appears one more time at the end of the play ​ this is the door number in “the brain of the building” which A Fat Man wants to open.) The 35th century can refer to the year 1835. For Pushkin, that year began with the attacks of critics in magazines who claimed that his talent was already spent. (Here we have “rebels battle with the sun”.) And why is it that “everybody looks happy and immortal” in that age? ​ Because the Pushkin age was the Golden Age of Russian poetry. But for Kruchenykh (and his fellow Traveller) it was only the “dust” of bygone days. [image: image2.png]



   “Dust” (or something dusty) appears in Victory Over the Sun several times and it usually relates to the sun. It first occurs in the first scene in the words of the Second Strongman:

Sun you kept giving birth to passions
And burned with fiery rays
We’ll wrap you in a dusty veil

Pushkin’s passionate (“African”) nature and his love poetry need no explanations. “A dusty veil” may allude to dusty old books covered by a black veil as in Eugene Onegin:

And hid the bookshelf’s dusty stack
    in taffeta of mourning black.
               Ch. 1, XLIV
(Translated by Charles Johnson)

   Let’s talk now about another veil (or curtain). After the Prologue, two Futurian Strongmen rend the curtain (instead of raising it). It gives a premonition of a victory as death: ​ “And the curtain of the Temple was rent in two from the top to the bottom” (Matthew 27:51).

   Then there are the words of the First Strongman at the beginning of the First Scene:

We are organising a slaughter of scaremen.  
Oh, how much blood  How many sabres!  
And cannon bodies!   

And they could be inspired by another classical verse:

The hands of fighters got tired of slaying
And the cannon balls couldn’t get through
A mountain of bloody bodies.
           M. Lermontov, Borodino

Here for the first time the word “cannons” – ‘pushki’ in Russian appears ​in the text. The surname Pushkin derives from it.
The phrase from the same monologue, “We have no songs”, is reminiscent of the popular lines of a romance known to every Russian (words and music by Sasha Makarov, performed and recorded by Yuri Morfessi in 1913 (!): ‘You ask for songs – ​ I don’t have any’. 
The polemics with Pushkin continue in the words of the Traveller: “Oh, I am bold, I will soot-screen my way and leave no trace…” This is exactly what is “transverse” to Pushkin’s “Monument”: “The people’s path to my monument will not become overgrown”, “The rumour of myself will roll across great Russia”, writes the 19th century poet.[image: image3.png]



   Immediately after that follow the motifs of death by shooting and of the monument. Kruchenykh’s hero admits that he did not shoot himself out of shyness (not wanting to emulate Pushkin) - 

But I have put up a monument to myself ​ I am also not stupid!  
      I am the first to get a monument… ​ wonderful!..       

Here the word “also” acquires its meaning when we call to mind the real ​ Pushkin’s ​ “Monument”. After that this personage dares his enemies to challenge him to a duel ​ as Pushkin had done.


Also appears in the First scene the strangest character in the play – Nero and Caligula in one. He gets some sense if connected to Pushkin. Several times this character is referred to as N. And C. (Rus. N i K). Several times he says “Treating old people like that shouldn’t be permitted…”; “It shouldn’t be allowed to treat old people like that!  they like the young [people]”. Our suggestion is that this N. i K. could be Nikolai Karamzin, a renown Russian writer and historian, a senior friend of Pushkin. It was he who wrote about Nero and Caligula comparing them to Ivan the Terrible
; it was also his wife the young Pushkin was infatuated with – and was duly reprimanded by the husband. 

At the end of the Second scene the death of the sun is announced. After the very short Third scene (which consists of the procession of the “Funerarians”), the procession of the Sun Bearers appears. Upon declaring that they have uprooted the sun, they add: “They [the roots] reek of arithmetic”. Why arithmetic? ​ Perhaps because Pushkin’s verses were rhythmical and metrical ​ and now the time had come to become liberated from these elaborate calculations. And this freedom is paeanned by the Chorus:

We are loose…         
The crushed sun…
Hail darkness!
And black gods
Their favourite is a pig!

The first line here can also be translated as, “We are free”, but “loose” is more appropriate contextually. The second and the third lines are the close inversion of the famous ending of Pushkin’s “Bacchic Song” ​ “Long live the sun, let darkness vanish!” (Da zdravstvuet solntse! Da skroetsya t’ma).
 

Immediately after that One of the crowd says: “The sun of the iron age has died!  The cannons have fallen broken…” The sun of the iron age clearly alludes to the words of Prince Odoevsky already mentioned (“The sun of Russian poetry fell”). “Cannons” (pushki) refers almost verbatim to Pushkin.
 
The expression, “iron age”, is also of great interest. Meaning the nineteenth century, it first appeared in a Pushkin verse, “Conversation of a Bookseller with a Poet” (1824). He used it again in a short poem of 1835 (1835 again!) addressed to his friend, Petr Pletnev, and in the same 1835 it was penned by Evgeny Baratynsky in his famous formula: “The century proceeds by its iron path” (“The Last Poet”).
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   The whole Fourth scene can actually be seen, thinly veiled, through various polemics with Pushkin. Just after the “iron age”, The Talker on the Telephone says: “Anyone hoping for cannon fire will be cooked with the kasha today!” This sentence is not as meaningless as it seems. The “cannon fire” (ogon’ pushki) together with the cooking of kasha (svaren s kashei) alludes to Pushkin’s poem, “Poet and Crowd” (1828). Here he talks about poetic inspiration fueled by the holy fire of the Solar god Apollo (who appears in the text as Belvedersky – “of Belvedere”). ‘Ogon’ pushki’ is thus Pushkin’s poetic flame. Two lines below the reference to Apollo he says, addressing the crowd, “A stove pot is more valuable to you [than Apollo Belvedere] ​ for you use it to cook your meal.” (In quoting these lines, people in Russia often say 'kasha' instead of ‘meal’.) In other words, after the death of the sun of Russian poetry, the protection of cannons (i.e. Pushkin) vanished, and the party of the utilitarian pot-lovers prevailed. 
   After the interjection of the Talker, the One (of the crowd), continues with the description of their new monument:

To more solid steps
Forged not from fire
Neither from iron nor marble

Here, through Pushkin, Kruchenykh goes back to the original idea of the poetical monument of​ Horatio:

Exegi monumentum aere perennius 
Regalique situ pyramidum altius…
               (Carmina, III, 30, 1-2)

And immediately after that follows the powerful, menacing finale of the First Act (or “Doing” ​ - Deimo) with the laudatory song for the new sunless world:

In the smoke and fumes
And greasy dust
Blows energize
We are growing healthy as pigs.
Our look is dark.
Our light is inside us.
We are warmed by
The dead udder of the red dawn

The first three lines look like the description of Karl Brullov’s “The last day of Pompeii” (of which Pushkin wrote: “And ‘The last day of Pompeii” became the first day for the Russian brush”). [image: image5.png]



“The light inside” is more than just the last resort for those who are concerned by their lack of attractiveness from the outside.
 It is another indicator of the subterranean volcanic activity. (The volcano ​ “transposing things upside down” ​ is mentioned in the next scene.) The dark look (Russian lik ​ ‘a face’ in the elevated style) refers to Malevich’s major visual revelation: the Black Square. In terms of the Victory Over the Sun the Black Square appears to be a total eclipse of the sun –​ and the subjects of this Regal Infant (if we use the words of Malevich himself about his Black Square) are proud to be dark-faced to oppose themselves to the brightly lit faces of the sun people. 
   Why are the dark-faced warmed by the dead udder? First, because of the utter repulsion this image should produce in their enemies. But more than that. ‘Dokhloe vymya’ refers directly to Dokhlaya Luna (The Croaked [Dead] Moon) ​ the Futurist book published collectively in 1912. The off-white colour of the udder (the sickly colour ​– and this meaning is present in the Russian, dokhly) resembles the sickly pale countenance of the moon. The light udder appears at the beginning of the next, the Fifth scene, again.
   This Fifth, the next, and the last, the Sixth, scenes represent another world: the one of the dead sun and the accomplished victory of the futuristic world of dead nature and jubilant technology. (Let’s recall Malevich’s “Machine for devouring the Sun with the help of electricity”.) This solarophobia was more than just the attempt to get even with Pushkin. And it was not only Pushkin who got his due from the Futurists. In their rebellion against the sun they could spare none of the dii minores of the Russian Parnassus. Their older contemporary, the famous Symbolist poet Konstantin Balmont, published a book of poetry in 1903 entitled Let Us Be as the Sun, with an epigraph from Anaxagoras: “I came to this world to see the sun”. In A Slap in the [image: image6.png]


Face of Public Taste, Balmont’s verse was highlighted as “perfumery’s lechery”.) I already mentioned the possible references to Balmont (as “ba ba ba ba” versus “kn kn kn lk m”. Now another point can be added. In the last scene The Frightened Young Man enters running and sings  a “petty bourgeois song” in which after his “ba ba ba ba” he sings:


the motherland is dying
       from dragonflies
the lilies is drawn
by locomotive

Dragonflies and lilies were recurring images of Balmont. For example in his poem ‘The Smoke’ he wrote: ‘Under the sky so close and so native… // Swarms of dragonflies fly // Under the sun…’ (In Russian the same root is used for what we rendered as ‘motherland’ and ‘native’.) And the locomotive (the steam engine, to be precise) appeared in Kruchenykh’s text to reflect Balmont’s image of the smoke in which everything may perish.

   But the images of the future world (“the world without the past”) that are shown through the eyes of A Fat Man or A Coward, are rather ambivalent.
   First, it is not for weaklings ​ ‘That was too much of a burden for them.’
   Secondly, the new kingdom of freedom turned out to be sheer confinement: in the very beginning of the Sixth scene, A Fat Man says “These 10th lands, gee!  I didn’t know I would have to sit locked up.” Living in the “Tenth lands” (faraway lands in Russian fairy tales) happened to be less exciting than dreaming of them. In this respect, Kruchenykh’s text sounds unexpectedly prophetic.
   Thirdly, this world is the world behind the looking glass (“all the tops facing downwards as if in a mirror”) where time either stops or goes randomly “against the clock”. That’s possibly why A Fat Man wants to get rid of his now-useless watch. But An Attentive Workman says that, either watched or watchless, a representative of the enemy class (to be fat means to be a bourgeois) will be closely watched and hardly spared: “Don’t dream, they won’t take pity on you.”

   The last images of the brave new world give the impression of a gigantic self-destructing machine acting haphazardly (“Yesterday there was a telegraph pole here, and there is a cupboard today, and tomorrow it will be bricks. It happens here every day and no one knows where it will stop.”)
   At the end, a falling (but not crushed) airplane killed a woman ​– a procreative biological force.
 The Aviator laughs and the Futurian Strongmen declare: ‘The world will perish but for us there will be no end!’. This finale is possibly a parody on the words in the Symbol of Faith: “A nam net kontsa” (Kruchenykh) ​ “Ego zhe tsarstviyu nest kontsa” (the Old Believers’ rendering of the Orthodox Symbol of Faith).[image: image7.png]




To sum up. In order to clear a place under the sun for themselves, the young rebels of the Future world had to denounce the authority of the old sun personified in Pushkin (who, as the poet Apollon Grigor’ev put it in the middle of the 19th century, is “our everything”.) But shortly after the declaration of war, the appropriation of the fallen idol began. In 1915 Khlebnikov wrote: “The Futurian [poet] is a Pushkin depicting the world war; [a Pushkin] in the cloak of the new century; the one who teaches that this century has the right to make fun of the Pushkin of the 19th century. It was Pushkin himself who was throwing Pushkin overboard from the steamboat of modernity, but disguised in the dramatic words of the new century. And the dead Pushkin was championed in 1913 by D’Antes – the one who killed Pushkin in 18**. The murderer who painted the winter snow with the blood of the real live Pushkin, hypocritically put on a mask of a protector of the corpse’s fame in order to repeat his shooting of the uprising herd of new Pushkins of the new century.”










N.B.  Throughout the translation, punctuation (or lack of), capitals (or lack of), letter omissions, etc., conform to Kruchenykh’s usage in the Russian libretto.

� Comically enough, the Strongmen could not tear the (paper) curtain at the dressed rehearsal, as K.Tomashevsky who played the part of the Certain Person with Bad Intentions recalled. See K.Tomashevsky, “Victory Over the Sun” // The Drama Review, 1971, vol. 15, #4, p. 98.


� “...The character of Ivan... is the mystery for the mind, and we could’ve doubted in veracity of even the most truthful accounts about him if not for the chronicles of other people which reveal examples equally surprising – if Caligula, the paragon of a ruler and a monster; if Nero, a disciple of wise Seneca and the subject of love and repulsion, have not reigned in Rome.” Nikolai Karamzin, The History of the State of Russia. Ch. VII: “The Continuation of the Reign of Ivan the Terrible, 1582-1584.” – Moscow, 1964, p. 403.


� It should be noted here that an additional source for Kruchenykh’s inspiration could be found in The Song of the Triumphant Pig, known in two versions: of Anna P. Barykova (1839-1893) and the satirical poet Faleev (1873-after 1930) who published it under the pseudonym Chuzh-Chuzhenin in the leftish magazine Zritel’ in 1906. Here are the relevant words of his poem: “We begin the new progress! // We do not care about the stars and the skies,  // We do not respect them…” Kruchenykh himself published the whole book titled Piglets (Porosyata, 1913). His porky predilection was duly noticed by the critic Kornei Chukovsky shortly before the premiere of Victory Over the Sun: “Pigs and manure – this is the brutal perfumery of this porkophile, Mr. Kruchenykh.” (A Report on the lecture about the Futurists, published in the Den’ newspaper, 1913, 6 October. Cited by: “Ob opere ‘Pobeda nad solntzem’” in: Nina Gur’yanova, comp. and comm.., Pamyat’ Teper’ Mnogoe Razvorachivaet: Iz Literaturnogo Naslediya Kruchenykh. Berkeley: Berkeley Slavic Specialties, 1999, p. 408 (note 20). Many years later Kruchenykh  proudly wrote: “Piggery – this is my theme” (Ibid., p. 246).


� It also makes a pun in English: one can hear ‘canon’ instead of ‘cannon’ – which suggests that a person of a high ecclesiastic rank has fallen. And Pushkin, for the Russian mainstream of that time was more than just a canon-clergyman: he was the canon of Russian poetry.


� It is relevant to mention that in the place where I am writing this (Manchester) the first railroad (Manchester-Liverpool) was opened around this time, in early 1830s – and had it first fatal accident on the very first celebratory train. Possibly the news of this could reverberate with Baratynsky’s imagery.


� Same Tomashevsky observed: “Kruchenykh, at that time an excessively restless and meddlesome young man, took Mayakovsky’s place at the table. I had the immediate feeling that he was being meddlesome in an effort to bring some color to his hopelessly grey appearance. He reminded one of a telegraph office clerk, or a salesman who secretly wrote love poems behind the counter.” Ibid., p. 95. I am adding it here cum grano salis.


� The falling airplane and the death caused by it was a recurring motive of Kruchenykh and Malevich.


� An entry in the album of Levky Zheverzheev. First published by N.Khardzhiev: “Novoe o Khlebnikove” // Russian Literature, 1975, #9, p. 17.





