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            Editor’s Note

         

         The pieces I’ve chosen for this collection were written between February 1917, when the revolutionary forces in Petrograd and Moscow toppled the Romanov dynasty, and late 1919, when the Bolsheviks, who had seized power on 25 October (7 November, NS) 1917, finally turned the tide against the White Army in the Russian Civil War of 1917–21. The rationale for limiting the anthology’s scope to these two and a half years was simple: My aim was not so much to tell the story of the revolutionary period as to steep the reader in its tumult—to recreate the heady brew of enthusiasm and disgust, passion and trepidation that intoxicated Russia and the world as the events unfolded. Consequently, I wanted to avoid memoirs and retrospective works of fiction, as well as commemorative poems, of which there is no dearth. These backward-looking works, be they written from a Soviet or anti-Soviet perspective, treat the revolutions and the Civil War as a single fait accompli, a decisive but entirely decided matter. Many important longer works are also readily available in stand-alone translations; I draw on and point to these works in the introductory notes to the anthology’s subsections.

         As for the story of the Russian Revolution, it has been told many times. In English, it has been covered especially well by Orlando Figes, Sheila Fitzpatrick and Robert Service, and this anthology may be read alongside their volumes. Since my target audience is English-speaking, I have tried to use English-language sources in my notes whenever possible.

         The first part of the collection, ‘The Revolution: A Poem-Chronicle’, takes its title from a long poem by Vladimir Mayakovsky (see pp. 68–70), written in the month or so following the February Revolution, in which the poet declares:

         
            
               
                  The courses of planets,

                  the existence of states:

                  all are subordinate to our wills.

                  The earth is ours.

                  The air is ours.

                  Ours is the diamond mine of the stars.

                  And we will never—

                  no, we will never!—

                  permit a soul—

                  no, not a soul!—

                  to tear at our earth with cannon balls,

                  to pierce our air with the points of spears.

                  (Translated by James Womack)

               

            

         

         Mayakovsky’s radical prediction that the events of February would bring about lasting peace was, of course, proved tragically wrong. The Provisional Government refused to withdraw Russian troops from the First World War, a fact the Bolsheviks used to justify their takeover in October. And though the Bolsheviks did secure a peace with the Central Powers at Brest-Litovsk on 3 March 1918, their coup plunged Russia into a protracted civil war, with Russia’s former allies—including the French, the British and the Americans—intervening on behalf of the White opposition. The combination of passionate idealism and tragic misapprehension in Mayakovsky’s poem lends it great poignancy. His “poem-chronicle” could not have been written in the 1920s, after the dust of 1917 had settled. I feel the same can be said of most of the poems I have selected for my “poem-chronicle”. They are grouped in six sections, each linked by a common theme, attitude or striking image. The introductions are brief, and anyone wishing to learn about the lives of most of these poets and to read more of their work may consult The Penguin Book of Russian Poetry (2015), edited by Robert Chandler, Irina Mashinski and myself.

         The second part of the collection is devoted to prose, and it too is separated into sections linked by theme or some other unexpected commonality. The introductions to these sections are more substantial, providing fuller biographical sketches of the authors, many of whom are little known in the English-speaking world, and some of whom are almost forgotten even in Russia. I have also included one story translated from the Yiddish of Dovid Bergelson, as well as a poem translated from the Georgian of Titsian Tabidze; the events of 1917 affected all the peoples of the Russian Empire, and had I the space, I would have included pieces translated from Estonian, Latvian, Lithuanian, Polish, Ukrainian and the languages of Central Asia. Had I more space yet, I would have included works by authors from around the globe, since the days of 1917 did indeed, to paraphrase John Reed, shake the world.

         Much of my work on this anthology was done in Scotland, and I would like to illustrate the riches I have had to exclude for reasons of language, geography and chronology by quoting Hugh MacDiarmid’s (1892–1978) electrifying quatrain ‘The Skeleton of the Future (At Lenin’s Tomb)’, written in the early 1930s:

         
            
               
                  Red granite and black diorite, with the blue

                  Of the labradorite crystals gleaming like precious stones

                  In the light reflected from the snow; and behind them

                  The eternal lightning of Lenin’s bones.
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         In 1917 Maxim Gorky (1868–1936), a friend of Vladimir Lenin’s since 1907, began to publish a series of articles in the Petrograd daily Novaya Zhizn (New Life), raising serious questions about the behaviour of the Russian masses during that revolutionary year and, most daringly, about Bolshevik policy after the seizure of power in October. These “untimely thoughts” established Gorky, a committed Marxist, as “the conscience of the revolution”. On 7 December 1917, Gorky complained:

         
            Every night for almost two weeks crowds of people have been robbing wine cellars, getting drunk, banging each other over the head with bottles, cutting their hands with fragments of glass, and wallowing like pigs in filth and blood. Over this period, wine worth several tens of millions of rubles has been destroyed, and, of course, hundreds of millions of rubles’ worth will continue to be destroyed.

         

         Russians had lived under a limited dry law since the beginning of the First World War. Did they really desire political freedom or merely a drunken free-for-all? Gorky wasn’t the only one to sense the deeper implications of this looting. Depictions of the “wine riots” run like a red stream through the work of monarchist and liberal diarists, memoirists and authors recoiling from the chaos of 1917. The organs of Bolshevik propaganda laid the blame for the riots squarely at the feet of the bourgeoisie, and the new government’s international supporters helped spread that message far and wide. In his slanted but marvellously evocative Through the Russian Revolution (1921), Albert Rhys Williams toed the party line:

         
            In their efforts to befuddle the brains of the masses the bourgeoisie saw an ally in alcohol. The city was mined with wine cellars more dangerous than powder magazines. This alcohol in the veins of the populace meant chaos in the life of the city. With this aim the cellars were opened and the mob invited in to help themselves. Bottles in hand the drunks would emerge from the cellars to fall sprawling on the snow, or rove thru the streets, shooting and looting.

            To these pogroms the Bolsheviks replied with machine-guns, pouring lead into the bottles—there was no time to break them all by hand. They destroyed three million rubles’ worth of vintage in the vaults of the Winter Palace, some of it there for a century. The liquor passed out of the cellars, not thru the throats of the Czar and his retainers, but thru a hose attached to a fire-engine pumping into the canals. A frightful loss. The Bolsheviks deeply regretted it, for they needed funds. But they needed order more.

         

         Gorky, for his part, saw through all this: “Pravda writes about the drunken riots as a ‘provocation of the bourgeoisie’ which, of course, is a lie, an ‘eloquent phrase’ that can increase bloodshed.” Propaganda notwithstanding, the sight of drunken burghers, peasants and soldiers—of wine mingling with blood—left an enormous impression on all those who lived through those days.

         The young Marina Tsvetaeva, who would eventually emerge as one of the major poets of the twentieth century, taps into this current in a riveting poem set in the Crimean port of Feodosia—the half-sprung, half-reeling rhythm of her verse providing a perfect formal analogue to its apocalyptic themes and imagery. Beneath the poem, she added: “NB! The birds were drunk.” It is drawn from a collection that Tsvetaeva completed but didn’t publish during her lifetime, The Demesne of Swans, in which, as Peter France writes, “she praised the nobility of those who died for the anti-revolutionary cause. They are swans, white and pure, against the ravens.” But with Tsvetaeva things were never quite so simple. France continues: “There is no doubt about Tsvetaeva’s position at this time, but equally there is no doubt that her heart went out above all to the gallant loser, the victim.”

         In his study of the poet, Simon Karlinsky explains her shifting allegiances throughout the year—she dedicated poems to Tsar Nicholas II after his abdication, but also wrote a poem to Alexander Kerensky, the leader of the Provisional Government, in which she compares him, favourably, to Napoleon, and a sequence valorizing the seventeenth-century rebel Stenka Razin: “Her basic humanity invariably led Tsvetaeva to take the side of the underdog, which for her meant any individual of whatever station who was threatened by a dehumanized collective, be it a mob, a political party or the state.” Owing partly to this idiosyncratic stance and to the formally “revolutionary” nature of her poetics, Tsvetaeva never felt at home among the émigrés in Paris, where she finally settled in 1925, after leaving Soviet Russia in 1922 and spending some time in Berlin and Prague. Writing to a Czech friend in 1929, she complained that, “For those on the Right—[my work] is ‘left’ in form. For those on the Left—it is ‘right’ in content.” A decade later, Tsvetaeva returned to the Soviet Union, following her husband Sergey Efron, a former White officer who had begun working for the NKVD (the Soviet secret police), and daughter Ariadna, who shared her father’s pro-Soviet views. Not long after Tsvetaeva’s arrival, Efron and Ariadna were arrested for espionage; Efron was executed in 1941 and Ariadna was sentenced to eight years in prison. Emotionally devastated and lacking any means of support, Tsvetaeva hanged herself on 31 August 1941.

         The older Symbolist Zinaida Gippius, who saw the carnage and Bacchanalia around her as a betrayal of the democratic ideals of several generations of Russian freedom fighters, dating back to the Decembrist Uprising of 1825, also seizes on the image of “stolen wine”. Both Tsvetaeva and Gippius ponder the nature of the people’s new-found freedom: Gippius despairs at what the Russians had done with this Beautiful Lady they had anticipated, while Tsvetaeva, who was wary of the year’s revolutionary developments from the start, doubts the Lady was ever who she appeared to be. These poems offer a vivid portrait of the tumult unleashed by the February and October Revolutions, and, in the case of Gippius, the disenchantment they triggered even among those who were eager to see Russia transformed.

         

         

         
MARINA TSVETAEVA (1892–1941)

         
            
               
                  You stepped from a stately cathedral

                  onto the blare of the plazas…

                  —Freedom!—The Beautiful Lady

                  of Russian grand dukes and marquises.

               

               
                  A fateful choir’s rehearsing—

                  the liturgy still lies before us!

                  —Freedom!—A street-walking floozy

                  on the foolhardy breast of a soldier!

                  26 MAY 1917

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         
            
               
                  Night.—Northeaster.—Roar of soldiers.—Roar of waves.

                  Wine cellars raided.—Down every street,

                  every gutter—a flood, a precious flood,

                  and in it, dancing, a moon the colour of blood.

               

               
                  Tall poplars stand dazed.

                  Birds sing all night—crazed.

                  A tsar’s statue—razed,

                  black night in its place.

               

               
                  Barracks and harbour drink, drink.

                  The world and its wine—ours!

                  The town stamps about like a bull,

                  swills from the turbid puddles.

               

               
                  The moon in a cloud of wine.—Who’s that? Stop!

                  Be my comrade, sweetheart: drink up!

                  Merry stories go round:

                  Deep in wine—a couple has drowned.

                  FEODOSIA, THE LAST DAYS OF OCTOBER 1917

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
ZINAIDA GIPPIUS (1869–1945)

         Now

         
            
               
                  The streets are slippery and vile—

                       disgrace!

                  Life is so shameful, so incredible

                       these days!

               

               
                  We all lie bound, bespattered,

                       on every street.

                  Our foreheads are all smeared

                       with sailors’ spit.

               

               
                  Our guardians and warriors

                       have all retreated.

                  There’s no one but conformists,

                       with their Committees.

               

               
                  We’re all a bunch of homeless curs—

                       completely stranded!

                  The Bolsheviks tore up the rails

                       with sooty hands…

                  9 NOVEMBER, 1917

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         What Have We Done to It?

         
            
               
                  Our grandads’ outlandish dream,

                  the prison years of our heroes,

                  our lament and our hope,

                  the prayer we hardly dared utter—

                  our scuttled, shattered,

                  Constituent Assembly?

                  12 NOVEMBER 1917

                  (Translated by Robert Chandler)

               

            

         

         

         

         
             

         

         
             

         

         14 December 1917

         
            
               For Dmitry Merezhkovsky

               
                   

               

               
                  Will our pure heroes grant us pardon?

                  We didn’t keep their covenant—

                  all that is holy has been squandered:

                  our shame, the honour of our land.

               

               
                  We stood beside them, stood together,

                  when storm clouds gathered in our skies.

                  The Bride appeared. And then the soldiers

                  drove bayonets through both her eyes.

               

               
                  We drowned her amid petty quarrels,

                  in stolen wine, in Palace vats.

                  The royal axe and noose were cleaner

                  than these apes’ bloodied hands!

               

               
                  Golitsyn, Trubetskoy, Ryleyev!

                  You’ve gone now to that far-off land…

                  Your faces would all blaze with wrath,

                  seeing the Neva’s sullied banks!

               

               
                  From this low pit, this bitter torment,

                  where acrid smoke circles the depths,

                  we stretch our trembling arms towards

                  your distant sacred robes.

               

               
                  To lay hands on those burial garments,

                  to touch them with our lifeless lips,

                  to die, or maybe to awaken…

                  Can’t live like this! Can’t live like this!

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
OSIP MANDELSTAM (1891–1938)

         
            
               
                  In public and behind closed doors we slowly

                          lose our minds,

                      and then the brutal winter offers us

                      clean, cold Rhine wine.

               

               
                  The chill extends to us, in silver buckets,

                          Valhalla’s wine,

                      which calls to mind the fair-haired image

                          of Northern man.

               

               
                          But Northern skalds are crude,

                          don’t know the joy of games,

                          and Northern warriors are fond

                          of amber, feasts and flames.

               

               
                          They’ll never taste the Southern air—

                          enchanted foreign skies—

                      and so the stubborn maiden

                      will refuse their wine.

                  DECEMBER 1917

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            A DISTANT VOICE
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         With its palpable longing for the gentle air of the Mediterranean—associated with the sustaining, civilizing forces of Western culture—Mandelstam’s ‘In public and behind closed doors…’ is a typically Acmeistic reaction to the upheaval of 1917. The Acmeist group, founded in 1912 by the gallant, adventurous warrior-poet Nikolay Gumilyov (1886–1921) and Sergey Gorodetsky (1884–1967), rejected the mystical vagaries of the preceding generation of Russian poets, emphasizing instead the virtues of clarity, harmony and mastery of technique. Their poetry was, in effect, a turn towards the phenomenal world—the world as it is, not as a sign or symbol of some noumenal realm lying beyond it. As Gorodetsky wrote in one of the movement’s earliest manifestos, “For the Acmeists the rose has once again become beautiful in itself, through its petals, scent and colour, and not through its imagined similarities to mystical love or whatever else.”

         Gumilyov organized a “Guild of Poets”, a workshop to develop and spread his poetic principles, and this exclusive milieu fostered two of the most important poetic talents of the twentieth century, Mandelstam and Gumilyov’s wife until 1918, Anna Akhmatova. The Acmeists’ turn towards the world meant a responsiveness not only to nature, to urban life and to culture, but also to politics. All wrote poems about the First World War, though each from a different perspective: Gumilyov as an officer in the Imperial Army, Akhmatova as a wife on the home front, and Mandelstam as an intellectual grappling with the forces of history. One might have expected the same level of engagement in the aftermath of 1917. Gumilyov, who was stationed abroad in 1917, returned to Soviet Russia in 1918. Although he didn’t write overtly political poems, he never hid his monarchist views or his allegiance to the Orthodox faith. His avoidance of politics in his poetry didn’t save him; he was arrested on 3 August 1921, accused of participating in an anti-government plot, and executed on the 25th of that month along with sixty alleged co-conspirators.

         Mandelstam, who was closest politically to the Socialist Revolutionaries, spent the years 1917–22 shuttling between Red, White and neutral territory, turning up in Petrograd, Moscow, Crimea, Kiev and Tiflis. His poems reflect not only his own conflicted feelings about Russia’s radical transformation but also the confusion in the air. He and Akhmatova, who stayed in Petrograd and wrote mostly personal verse in those years, have one attitude in common: both cast their lots with Russia and its people, regardless of how they feel about the Bolsheviks and their stewardship.

         Akhmatova’s and Mandelstam’s fates during the Soviet era are well known, even legendary. Mandelstam’s life ended in tragedy, a death in a transit camp near Vladivostok on 27 December 1938. Akhmatova survived years of persecution under Stalin, which included the long imprisonment of her son Lev Gumilyov. Despite the authorities’ best efforts, her death on 5 March 1966 triggered an enormous public outpouring of grief. Her funeral and the memorial services that followed allowed her admirers to mourn her passing, but also to celebrate her personal triumph and her generation’s achievement.

         Boris Pasternak is known in the West primarily as the author of Doctor Zhivago (1957), but he was, first and foremost, a poet. Despite being nominally associated with the Futurist group “Centrifuge” throughout the 1910s, he was personally close to Tsvetaeva, Akhmatova and Mandelstam, while his poetics were all his own. The year 1917 was an enormously stimulating and productive time for the poet, and it was the political turmoil of those days and months that—however indirectly—inspired his first masterpiece, the collection My Sister, Life, as well as its companion volume, Themes and Variations. ‘Spring Rain’ is one of only two poems in My Sister, Life that makes direct mention of political events, but the whole collection resonates with revolutionary energy. In an autobiographical sketch titled ‘People and Propositions’, written in 1956–57 but not published until 1967, Pasternak described his and his nation’s state between February and October 1917:

         
            A multitude of excited, keenly watchful souls would stop one another, flock together, form crowds and think aloud “in council”, as they would have said in the old days […]. The infectious universality of their elation blurred the boundaries between man and nature. In that famous summer of 1917, in the interval between two revolutionary periods, it seemed that the roads, the trees and the stars were rallying and speechifying right along with the people. The air was seized from end to end with fervid inspiration that blazed for thousands of versts—it appeared to be a person with a name, to be clairvoyant and possessed of a soul.

         

         

         

         
OSIP MANDELSTAM (1891–1938)

         
            
               
                      Let’s praise, O brothers, liberty’s dim light,

                          the great and sombre year!

                          A forest of thick snares is plunged

                          into the boiling waters of the night.

                          You are ascending into god-forsaken years,

                          O people—sun and judge.

               

               
                          Let’s praise the fateful burden

                  the people’s leader shoulders through his tears.

                      Let us praise power’s sombre burden,

                          a weight one can’t withstand.

                  Whoever has a heart, O time, must hear

                          your ship sink and descend.

               

               
                  We have bound swallows

                          into warring legions—now

                          we cannot see the sun; the elements

                          all chirp, stir, terribly alive;

                          through the thick twilight of the nets

                      we cannot see the sun, while the Earth sails.

               

               
                  Well then, let’s try it: an enormous, ponderous,

                          creaking rudder-turn.

                          The Earth sails. Courage, men.

                          Cleaving the sea as with a plough

                      we shall recall, even in Lethe’s bitter cold,

                  that the Earth’s price was all ten spheres of paradise.

                  MAY 1918, MOSCOW 

                  (Translated by Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
ANNA AKHMATOVA (1889–1966)

         
            
               
                  When the nation, suicidal,

                  awaited German guests,

                  and Orthodoxy’s stringent spirit

                  departed from the Russian Church,

               

               
                  when Peter’s city, once so grand,

                  knew not who took her,

                  but passed—a drunken harlot—

                  hand to hand,

               

               
                  I heard a voice. It called me.

                  “Come here,” it spoke consolingly,

                  “and leave your senseless, sinful land,

                  abandon Russia for all time.

                  I’ll scrub your hands free of the blood,

                  I’ll take away your bitter shame,

                  I’ll soothe the pain of loss

                  and insults with a brand new name.”

               

               
                  But cool and calm, I stopped my ears,

                  refused to hear it,

                  not letting that unworthy speech

                  defile my grieving spirit.

                  AUTUMN 1917

                  (Translated by Margo Shohl Rosen and Boris Dralyuk)

               

            

         

         

         

         
BORIS PASTERNAK (1890–1960)

         Spring Rain

         
            
               
                  It grinned to the bird-cherry, sobbed and soaked

                  the gloss of carriages, the flutter of pines.

                  Under the bulging moon, fiddlers in single file

                  make their way to the theatre. Citizens, form lines!

               

               
                  Puddles on stone. Like a throat full of tears,

                  deep in the heart of a rose’s furnace

                  damp diamonds burn, and on them, on clouds,

                  on eyelids, the wet lash of happiness.

               

               
                  The moon for the first time models in plaster

                  epic queues, tossing dresses, the power

                  of enraptured lips; it models a bust

                  modelled by no one until this hour.

               

               
                  Whose is the heart in which all this blood

                  rushed from the cheeks, rushed in a flood

                  to glory? The minister’s fingertips

                  have squeezed together aortas and lips.

               

               
                  Not the night, not the rain, not the chorus

                  shouting, “Hurrah, Kerensky!” but now

                  the blinding emergence into the forum

                  from catacombs thought to have no way out.

               

               
                  Not roses, not mouths, not the roar

                  of crowds, but here, in the forum, is felt

                  the surf of Europe’s wavering night,

                  proud of itself on our asphalt.

                  1917

                  (Translated by Jon Stallworthy and Peter France)

               

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            WAKE ME TOMORROW
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         Emotionally fatigued by the nation’s senseless losses in the First World War and utterly disenchanted with the moribund tsarist regime, many writers and artists from a variety of backgrounds were ready to accept the revolutionaries’ promises of freedom and justice for all. Revolutionary enthusiasm seized even the most rarefied aesthetes, like the openly homosexual poet Mikhail Kuzmin, whose devotion to “beautiful clarity” (the title of one of his essays from 1910) had so inspired the Acmeists. Kuzmin’s diary for 1915–17 is lost, but his biographers, John E. Malmstad and Nikolay Bogomolov, have managed to reconstruct their subject’s reaction to the February Revolution:

         
            The testimony of several other sources indicates that Kuzmin was as weary of the senseless killing at the front as were most Russians, and that he welcomed a revolution that he hoped would bring an end to the war. (His constant anxiety about the draft status of [his companion Yury] Yurkun should also never be ignored in assessing his response to the events of 1917.) The heroic spirit, the holiday atmosphere, and the air of euphoria he saw everywhere, especially on the ‘simple faces’ of the peasant soldiers crowding the streets, thoroughly seduced him.
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