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Russian poetry is on the move. In the late Soviet period, an increasing
number of poets experienced exile and emigration, repeating the pattern
of the Silver Age. Since 1990, many more have migrated freely across
Russia’s borders. The most impressive anthology of Russian poetry
produced in the last few years is surely Osvobozhdennyi Uliss, a 995-page
volume with the work of more than two hundred poets who reside in
twenty-six countries.’ This anthology testifies to Russian poetry’s restless
energy and to its ability to flourish as it moves. It might be easy to assume
that this stimulating freedom of movement began only when the Soviet
Union ended, but the theme of travel and the ways in which it energized
poets both began earlier. The effects remain varied. Comparing the work
of Joseph Brodsky and Olga Sedakova, two premier poets on this and
many other topics, suggests that the theme of travel emerges as vividly in
the work of those who left as in that of poets who remained. It shows as
well that the collapse of the Soviet Union did not mark an unyielding
boundary line in Russian poets’ patterns of motion, return, and flight.

The two poets’ fate could not be more different. One remains content
and productive in her Moscow life in the twenty-first century, the other
was famously exiled in 1972, never to return. Brodsky has been so
thoroughly identified with the subject of exile that travel will seem an
obvious theme in his work and it risks, in fact, appearing as a diminished
version of the weightier, more political experience of exile. Yet it was
travel that he sought, as the work testifies: a tabulation of poems based on

- geographical realia or accounts of travel would reach a third to a half of
~ his considerable output.? His attitudes toward the sites he visited were
complex; without indulging in a fantasy of Russian superiority, he rarely
refrained from offering judgments about politics and culture.* Moreover,
travel within Russia before 1972 was an immensely important aspect of
Brodsky’s life, extending not just to his exile near Arkhangelsk but also
extensive experience on geological expeditions. It would be a mistake to
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imagine Sedakova as the stationary, apolitical Moscow antipode. She has
traveled widely in Europe and the United States; she knows a number of
European languages, ancient and modern, and has been a prolific trans-
lator. Sedakova lived briefly in China as a child, and she has long identi-
fied herself with the countryside setting of her summers since childhood,
Azarovka; her poetry is most often written there. A substantial number of
her poems take up the subject of travel, in fact, although not in a way
conventionally associated with tourism as pleasure and discovery. She has
also written two major works of prose that are tales of travel. The material,
then, will emerge easily from these poets’ writings, demanding that one
approach it both thematically (how do the poets represent the temptations
and the obstacles of travel?) and formally (how does movement across
borders affect a poem’s rhetoric and its acts of poetic self-creation?).

One last preliminary: two patterns of travel are embedded in our imagi-
nations because of two powerfully mythologized and dissimilar travelers
— Homer and Dante. One is pagan and telling of journeys across lands
where heroes might do battle, the other is locked into a symbolic journey
through stages of Christian revelation. Odysseus’s journey is in the end
most significant when it brings him home; the Iliad tells of travel as
conquest and loss; Dante’s tale is still more directed toward its glorious
end, for his final steps lead him to paradise. Odysseus travels, one might
say, but Dante transcends. It is tempting to map these two opposing
figures onto Brodsky and Sedakova, all the more so as Brodsky has a
poem in which Odysseus speaks to his son about his wanderings.’ Brodsky
had what a college friend of mine used to call “global feet,” with all the
intensity and masculine restlessness of the Homeric epic, whereas Seda-
kova sees all journeys as a search for symbolic transcendence and as the
means to a deeper form of homecoming. She teaches a seminar on Dante,
in fact, from time to time in Moscow. Her roads could lead anywhere, and,
as such, travel in her poems differs little when it is experienced in the
mind or as actual physical quest.

Both Homeric and Dantesque travel may in turn seem to map on to
received ideas of gender. It is another temptation. The mode of travel
known as military incursion is important in Brodsky’s work.® His poems
on ancient topics give us more than occasional generals and their armies,
and a certain fascination with the theme of conquest can be found across
his writings, not least in his love poetry.” But in his travel poems, a quest
for domination yields to the nervous contemplation of unfamiliar or even
familiar sights, the impulse to measure a moment’s vision against past
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experiences, and the elegiac recollection of places to which the poet
cannot return. For all the external trappings of the conquering male, Brod-
sky’s poetic persona reveals many shades of vulnerability, and not just
those of Don Juan weakened in the presence of a strong woman. The most
interesting question about Brodsky’s travel poems, I believe, is how vul-
nerable he allows himself to be to the places he visits, and thus one task
of reading these poems is to follow the paths of psychic fortification and
emotional defense along which the poet travels. The military metaphor
returns, then, but re-defined as psychic and metaphysical readiness.

For Sedakova, the feminine delicacy and physical immobility that the
stereotypes of gender lead us to expect do emerge quietly in both the
extraordinarily precise, subtle diction of the poetry and in the stilled con-
centration of thought that gives great distinction to her work. But one
should again be cautious in embracing the stereotype fully. When Seda-
kova invokes feminine imagery, she always includes a splendid charge of
irony if not a delicious note of ambition.® Catriona Kelly has argued that
the use of grammatical gender in “Piatye stansy” (“Fifth Stanzas™) is also
an invocation of the feminine, an important theme to notice in this ambi-
tious poem which is itself about poetic ambition (about the imagination of
amajor work of writing, a “bol’shaia veshch ). A kind of femininity also
returns strongly in the travel poems: femininity as absorption, receptivity,
attention to others. Sedakova prizes moments of encounter or meeting. She
greets novelty or surprise (often the allure of travel) joyously, and she
seeks and finds rewarding instances of that which is greater than she is.
Surely this is the opposite of the mode of conquest. Her model of psychic
and metaphysical alertness, then, to use the same words as in speaking of
Brodsky’s sense of self-fortification, is on the contrary a readiness to
absorb, to change. If in his work, the gesture of domination is countered
by moments of vulnerability and nostalgia, then in hers there is the balanc-
ing moment of sheer exaltation at the new, the strange.

The questions that these poets will ask of travel, then, involve acts of
self-representation and of reflection on the inherent strangeness of foreign
lands. “Questions of Travel” was the title of a great poem by Elizabeth
Bishop, the premier poet of travel in the modern period. It was also the
title of her 1965 volume of poems, a volume which opens with the poem
“Arrival at Santos”:
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Here is a coast; here is a harbor;

here, after a meager diet of horizon, is some scenery:

impractically shaped and — who knows? — self-pitying mountains,
sad and harsh beneath their frivolous greenery.'®

No Russian poet will probably ever match Bishop’s brilliant mix of flat
tone and whimsical readiness to rhyme “scenery” with “greenery,”'! nor
her re-creation of an arriving traveler’s first impressions of a place that
will prove equal parts meager, impractical, sad, and frivolous. Brodsky,
however, can come close, and he will rewrite this kind of arrival scene
more than once,'? seeking the strong impression of chatty metaphysical
insight that Bishop’s poetry creates.”” He, too, will ask the question she
posed in the poem “Questions of Travel,” “Should we have stayed athome
and thought of here?”"

No, of course not, Olga Sedakova would answer, and Bishop would
have agreed, if ambivalently.!* Bishop will fill the seen world with images
that remind us of nothing so much as aesthetic creation, and Sedakova’s
poems will often do something similar. Bishop ends the poem “Questions
of Travel” by noting that travel — needing to see it, rather than imagine
it — has become associated with a “lack of imagination.” She rephrases
her question tellingly: “Should we have stayed at home,/ wherever that
may be?” and, with that turn of phrase, she brings us back to Brodsky, for
whom “home” was a more complicated concept and place than any desti-
nation or port of call.

Most scholarship about Brodsky’s travel writing has focused on themes
of emigration and exile, quite productively.'® Scholars have also empha-
sized the nothingness, the void which seems to greet Brodsky wherever he
travels.'” Rather than filling up the world with sights that evoke the imagi-
nation and its bounty, as would seem to be the case with Bishop and Seda-
kova, Brodsky watches a world empty itself before his eyes. When he
stuffs the world with objects, it is perhaps to defend against that void.

This, then, is the received wisdom. Let us look at a few of the poems to
see how these premises work themselves out.

Sedakova

Sedakova has been writing poems of travel from her earliest mature
work. Her range of travel writings is wide geographically, from China to
Rome and, if one includes her prose, from Briansk to Tartu. But many of
her travel poems name no destination, for they take movement through
space as a metaphor for movement in the mind. The transit of body and
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mind to new sites matters only when the result is renewal of the soul. I
take St. Aleksii, Man of God, as her paradigmatic traveler. For her travel
is a form of pilgrimage. It leads not to the discovery of new places of
interest, but to the moment when one returns, renewed and sustained by
faith. St. Aleksii, patron of beggars and wanderers, is the direct subject of
three of her poems.’

Sedakova’s first book, Dikii shipovnik: legendy i fantazii (1978), in-
cludes “Legenda sed'maia: Smert” Aleksiia, Rimskogo Ugodnika,” a
poem that describes the sights that Aleksii would behold on his return to
the house of his family. Gradually the poem speaks in his voice, as if
walking his steady pace. Despite its subtitle, this poem does not tell of
death. That is unusual for Sedakova’s travel poems, where strange sights
often prompt a revelation about the meaning of mortality.'® Instead, she
ends with a statement of identity, with a speaker, Aleksii, who places
himself as movement, vision, and voice:

As [ walk from eye to eye

in tears of recollection,

I am the voice, raised in your name,
I am the alms, given and received.
Kak s uny B rnaza us rmas

YK€ B clie3aX BOCIIOMHHAHBS,

st — roJoc, NOAHATHIA 32 Bac,

H TIPHHATOE MOKasHEe. 2

Sedakova condenses this saint’s particular form of humility — that he
accepts alms from parents who do not recognize him — into an exchange
of glances, and into charity meekly accepted. As she was to say in another
poem, “Puteshestvie,” the deep wish for recognition is what hides in any
experience that resembles this artlessly simple legend: there she writes,
“Kazhdyi khochet, chtob ego uznali.”*' Aleksii comes home, not as a son
seeking forgiveness, but as a seeming stranger who wonders whether he
will be known. Travel risks making us strangers to ourselves, to borrow
alocution from Julia Kristeva,? which has to be one reason for the title of
Sedakova’s poem “Strannoe puteshestvie.”

Like the poem “Legenda sed'maia,” “Strannoe puteshestvie” appeared
in her firstbook, Dikii shipovnik. It is a poem of movement and revelation.
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A Strange Journey

Thus we were riding on: at times in tears, or else in pain from the white ight.
I took a look around, hoping to see whether it was all visible.

“And so your soul aches and your vision wants to break —

no, to be broken by — a crooked, evil mirror, that has taught you not to love.”

And so I learned with whom [ was destined to be.

My friend, my first and last, unforeseen, nothing more than an effort to move
between desire and terror, only a movement

toward death by peril, to perish when one wants it least, and they do perish in
search of continuation

in this face, a face that is patient as a growing plant.

Heart of hearts, that perished at their own hand, in love with salvation.

We were riding through fields, and the fields reflected each other,

leaves were flying off from the leaves, and a circle was drawing itself out from
the circle.

Or is 2 meeting standing there, ready, having gone past the garden

where you cannot see me, but you will see that the leaves are looking,

the tears are burning,

and matter itself will vow

that it was a vision in the past, and to vision it will return.

The train rushes on,

and the soul moans at the reproach,

separating out the tatters of life like a barbaric, rare,

passionate form of bird-language, trying to pluck out a single word of reason...
After all you are not a meeting, not a rip in the colorful circle.

I will ride on, and think in the emptiness that comes before the heart,
riding on and on, and crying over my death
without end...

CrpaHHOE IyTEIIECTBHE

Tax MBI K exanu: TO JIM B clie3ax, TO JK GONBHO OT Genoro creta.
A norngaena kpyrowm, 4rod yBHAETH, KAk BHIUMO 3TO.

— Taxk, kak IyIla TBOS HOET U 3pEeHUE XO4eT pa3duTs —

3epKaJIO 3J10€, KPUBOE, YIUBIIEe BaC He-MOOUTS.

Tak n Yy3Hana s, C KEM MHE II0JIOXKCHO GEIT.

Jpyr Moit nocnenHuit ¥ NepBBIH, HEBUIAHHELHA, ML HANPSKEHbE
MEXIY KENAHBEEM H Y)KacoM, TOJMbKO ABWDKEHBE
K rEbenmy, ruOHYTh KOTAa He JKelaloT U ruGHyT, HIla MPOAOIDKEHBA
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B 3TOM JIHIiE, — TEPIENHBO OHO, KaK pacTeHbe.
Cepane cepzew, nory6usmux cefs ¥ BMOBNEHHEIX B CNIACEHDBE.

MEsI poeskany Mok, ¥ MONIs OTPaXKali JPYT OpYyTa,
JIUCTBA U3 IMCTHEB JICTEIH, ¥ KPYT BBINIPAMIIANCS U3 Kpyra.
W cBunaHse crouT, 06roHaiomui can,

rIe Th! He BUOWIIb MEHA, HO YBHAHIID, KaK JINCTBA TIIAAAT,
Cle3bl FOPAT,

M CaMO BEIIECTBO MOKIAHETCS,

YTO OHO 3pEHHEM OBUIO U B 3PEHBE BEPHETCH.

IToesn necercs,

M CTOHET KyIIa OT OOIMYHiA,

PBaHb pasABUIas XHBYIO, KaK BapBapCKUH, MIHYHA,
CTPACTHBIH A3BIK, YTOGH! BEIHYTE Pa3syMHOE CIIOBO ...

Ter Be#b yxke He CBHIAHbE, HE Pa3PbIBAHHE KPYTa LBETHOTO.
Byny s exats u xymath B CBOEH ILyCTOTE NIPEACEPACHOM,
€Xarhb, M €XaTh, ¥ ILTakaTh O CMEPTH MOeit
6ecxoneunoit... 2

What makes the journey strange? Among other things, “Strannoe pute-
shestvie” produces an encounter with abstractions, with “svidan’e,” with
“veshchestvo.” When the poet looks around herself, it is not to see spe-
cific sights, but to contemplate the visibility of it all. The reciprocal gaze
between subject and object, so important in Brodsky’s poetry, here be-
comes an exchange among the objects — fields reflect one another, leaves
fly away from one another, a circle straightens itself, one circle emerging
from another. The circularity suggests the strangest thing about the
journey, the way in which it is not delineated from all the experience that
came before or after. The lack of marked beginning or end could not be
more striking. The opening catches the poet already in motion, and that
beginning, as if mid-way through life’s journey, imitates the beginning of
Dante’s Divine Comedy.” Perhaps more striking is the closing that affirms
the journey’s endlessness. And, because the endlessness is attributed to
death, the final image is still more ambiguous, at once a sign of life’s con-
clusion and its eternity. If a journey is not bounded, then the journey is life
itself, a road on which one travels until life is over.

In this poem, the poet dispenses with all that would make travel a
departure from daily routines, instead keeping it within familiar norms and
expectations. As journeys go, then, it is anything but strange. In fact,
Sergei Averintsev noted that the word “strannyi” here echoes “strannik,”
the wanderer.? “Strannoe puteshestvie” ends with a continuation of move-
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ment,” but one in which the poet walks in tearful acceptance of the jour-
ney toward death. One is reminded of the way in which death enlivens the
imagination of Emily Dickinson, whose poetry Sedakova has translated.®
Dickinson’s multitude of poems, with their incessant returns to moments
of death and transcendence, became a cumulative argument against
death’s finality, but that has not been Sedakova’s mode. She has always
written (or written down) a relatively small number of poems each year.
Her formal argument against death’s finality comes, [ think, in a different
way, seen particularly well in the poetic structure of “Strannoe pute-
shestvie.” The lines look to be of different lengths, the stanzas, too, and
there are lines that stand alone as if they could not find their places in
stanzaic space. We are reminded of the origin of the term “stanza” (which
Sedakova, with her excellent Italian, knows well) as a room — these lines
stand at the threshold of a stanza or perhaps they create corridors of
meaning among the stanzas. As is so often the case with this poet, the
formal decisions have created their own hidden forms of discipline: the
lines are all dactylic, and, though they vary in length, the lines’ rhythm
provides a calm and even tone. The rhyme scheme also mixes the ex-
pected with surprises. The stand-alone lines adhere to the stanzas they
follow or precede because of their rhymes, and the rhymes become all the
more effective by using the same sounds, or similar sounds, over and over.
Here we find not just thyming pairs but triplets or even longer groupings,
as in “razbit’,” “liubit’,” byt™; “napriazhen’e,” “dvizhen’e,” “prodolzhe-
n’ia,” “rasten’e,” “spasen’e”; or “’sad,” “gliadiat,” “goriat.” This intensifi-
cation of sound repetition in the thymes heightens our sense of the lines’
endings, but, as is the case with Sedakova’s entire approach to death as an
ending, this is attenuated by the very fact of the repetition, so that the
poem circles back to sounds, it cannot let them go. One of the rhyme pairs,
inevitably, uses the word for circle (“druga,” “kruga’) and the word itself
circles back in the last line of the penultimate stanza, as the penultimate
word. There are many other internal rhymes, as the reader will easily see,
and some of them echo the end-rhymes, as in “svidan’e” “razryvanie” in
that same penultimate stanza’s final line. Sedakova offers one last brilliant
stroke to the musical format of this poem, in her decision to place the
poem’s last word in its own line. She thereby interrupts the rhyme
“predserdechnoi”/ “beskonechnoi” with a word that has no pair, “moei,”
all in order to give that word “beskonechnoi” its own line, to have it read
in all its ambivalent glory, to leave us again to contemplate the endless-
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ness of both those endings that we call death and those endings that we
think are the last lines of poems.?

A brief word about Sedakova’s prose. Puteshestvie v Briansk (Journey
to Briansk) and Puteshestvie v Tartu recount journeys she took to read her
poetry in the provincial city of Briansk and to attend the funeral of Yuri
Lotman in Tartu. In an easy tone, they light up with self-deprecation and
irony as the poet discovers that her preconceived ideas about people
outside Moscow are not entirely right. She travels, then, to find out some-
thing of her own limitations. Literally, in the case of Puteshestvie v Tartu,
which is all about the risks of border crossings. The indignities of Soviet
life descend on the poet in both settings, as physical discomfort and as
personal insult. Yet the tales hurtle toward conclusions where the poetry
of the experience transcends all prosaic obstacles. By the end of each jour-
ney, the poet has a vision of something that vanquishes all insult, allowing
her to see the Pechora caves and monastery near Pskov. In Briansk, she
sees the ghost of Marina Tsvetaeva in a dream worthy of Tsvetaeva’s own
extraordinary dream of the dying Pushkin.*® Nothing could differ more
from the travel prose of Joseph Brodsky, where there is no redemption, no
breathing space for a poet who finds new places that always bring him
back to a sense of his own exhaustion.

Brodsky

He was to become a man who fraveled compulsively, and his poetry
speeds across the map of Europe and the Americas, pausing in Rome,
Venice, Florence, Lisbon, Cape Cod, Brighton Rock, York, Rotterdam,
and Mexico, to name only the sites that come quickest to mind. The poetry
fantasizes about travels to impossible places, to Atlantis or to ancient
Egypt,’! and it describes the landscapes seen during these journeys,
landscapes marked by floods or mountaintops, by tattered huts and squab-
bling families. The sites can be presented as memories, as in the evoca-
tions of Leningrad or of the Russian North, or projected from an imagi-
nation rich with the examples of other poems and other art forms, painting,
architecture, and sculpture chief among them. The point of all these refer-
ences is perhaps their restlessness, their urgency in conjuring up move-
ment itself from words that rest stilly on a page.

Brodsky’s poems in this sense resemble the structures of thought found
in Bishop’s travel poems — the same fascination with distant places, the
same attention to quirky detail. Like Bishop, he prized one destination
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above all others. Italy, particularly Rome and Venice, is like her Brazil (or
like her shift in allegiance from Florida to Brazil), although his affection
was not locked in to one long, great love affair, as was hers with Lota
Soares, and so it was not wrenched away from him when a romance went
awry. Still more important than nuances of biography and emotion, how-
ever, is a larger difference of tone — how far he has journeyed from the
delicacy of Bishop’s work. Instead, Brodsky creates a more cumbersome
metaphysical vocabulary that often relies on insistent comparisons and
rhetorical questions, making the poems’ revelations at once questionable
and obvious. He writes with numbing frequency of his boredom, and that,
too, could not be less like the sense of wonder found in Bishop’s poems
and, I would note, Sedakova’s. His prose about travel, which is extensive,
abounds in moments of utter indifference, felt even in the title of “A Place
As Good as Any,” for example.*? But it appears in the poetry, too, as in
“Meksikanskii divertisment” (1975). In this very long poem, some pas-
sages sound like a tourist postcard, but not here:

Life is a drag, Evgeny mine. Wherever you go,
everywhere dumbness and cruelty come up and say, “Hello,
here we are!” And they creep into verse, as it were. >

Cxyqano xuTh, Mo Esrennit. Kyna uu crpanctsyit,
BCIOJlY JKECTOKOCTE H TYTIOCTh BOCKIMKHYT: “31paBcTByH,
BOT ¥ Mb1!” JIeHD 3aroHATE B CTHXH MX.3

The ennui may be nothing more than a stylized repetition of Onegin’s
yawning reaction to Petersburg theaters (as well as a reference to “Pute-
shestvie Onegina™), but the poet seems to know that letting the boredom
into his poem carries genuine dangers.

The quickly cooling coffee in the poem cited next might be another sign
of boredom, but in this passage the poet, who has ambitions not unlike
those of Bishop, stumbles on cosmic meaning in the local setting of a
Venice café. These lines come from the second of his “Venetsianskie
strofy” (1982), the final stanza:

I am writing these lines sitting outdoors, in winter,

on a white iron chair, in my shirtsleeves, a little drunk;

the lips move slowly enough to hinder

the vowels of the mother tongue,

and the coffee grows cold. And the blinding lagoon is lapping
at the shore as the dim human pupil’s bright penalty

for its wish to arrest a landscape quite happy

here without me.*
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S numy 3TH CTPOKM, cHIA Ha 6enoM cTyne

TIOX OTKPHITEIM HEGOM, 3UMO}, B OHOM
IUIPKAKE, MONAB, Pa3iBHIad CKyJIbl

dpasamu Ha pOTHOM.

Croiner kode. Ilnemer narysa, corneit
MENKUX BIIMKOB TYCKIbI 3pa40K Ka3Hs

32 CTPEMJICHBE 3aTIOMHUTH Nefi3aX, COCOGHBIA
o6oiiTrcs 6e3 Mens.*

I have chosen the end rather than the beginning of a poem purposely. The
beginningstend to be more vulgar, with the references to masturbation, for
instance, in “Lido” (1985), perverts in the 1985 poem “V Italii,”*” and this
tendency allows Brodsky to mark the poems’ openings with signs of mas-
culinity prerogative. That difference is enough to make one think of Lot-
man’s theory of the artistic text that noted the encoding function of begin-
nings, as opposed to the generalizing function of endings. Brodsky often
follows that model, encoding into the beginning a note of harsh skepticism
that allows him in the endings to state more philosophically the fact of his
own absence, as in the last line of these “Venetsianskie strofy.”

The absence is made violent by the rhyme, “kaznia™/ “menia,” as if the
imagined future absence of the self were a punishment for trying to fix the
landscape in the mind. One is used to the idea that an artist who tries to
create a stilled image of an experience has done violence to, even killed
it— this is a sentiment Brodsky himself expresses in his English poem “A
Photograph.” But here, as is more often the case in his work, the harm
moves from object to subject, like the way the retina is sliced in the con-
clusion of the poem written in memory of his mother.*® Harm to eyes
strikes at the deepest pleasure of the tourist, and disrupts the relationship
between subject and object that is at the center of these poems. Brodsky
writes in Watermark, his essay about Venice, that the “common purpose
of everything here is to be seen.”® To say that is to suggest that all sights
and objects in a city exist only so that they may be looked at. There is no
small measure of self-irony, though, in this deprecating gesture: elsewhere
in Watermark, Brodsky notes that “one is what one looks at — well, at
least partially.”*

The reverse is true as well, as the poet observes in an untitled poem that
begins “Pchely ne uleteli, vsadnik ne uskakal. V kofeine...” (1989). Here,
the immobilized poet ends up seeing how things “harden” (“zatver-
devaiut™) in order to mark their place in memory all the more firmly. He
continues:
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Life without us, my dear, is entirely thinkable — that’s why
landscapes exist, also a bar, hills, cumulous

clouds in a pure sky over the famous battle field

where statues grow cold, as they celebrate the victory of bodily form.

Xsub 6e3 Hac, Oporas, MBICIMMa — IUTS 9ero U
CYIIECTBYIOT neH3axu, 6ap, XO/IMEL, Kydesoe

o6nako B YHCTOM HeGe Haj N0IEM TOrO CPAXKEHBS

IZe CTaTyM CTHIHYT, Npa3iHys nobely Tenocnoxenss. !

This poem comes to the same bleak vision that ends “Venetsianskie
strofy”: a landscape that chills into motionlessness as the poet disappears
from view. Brodsky takes up common themes heard in travel poetry —
that the moment of observation is fleeting, that the poet will not soon
return to this site, that the site will not acknowledge the poet’s presence
or absence. But he renders them at once more abstract and more personal.
Brodsky almost always brings this kind of meditative poetry, and here I
include his travel or geographical poems in the larger context of his lyric
writings, to a sternly worded, tight statement about the absence or mor-
tality or irrelevance to others of the speaking self. This is a poet whose
poems can dryly acknowledge that you could fill a city with those who
have forgotten him, to choose a lavish and famous formulation of this
claim.” This kind of ironic summing up, which might logically come at
the end of a poem, enacting the kind of generalization Lotman would have
us expect, also occurs halfway through some poems, as in “Ia vkhodil
vmesto dikogo zveria v kletku” (“May 24, 1980”). I take this displacement
to be a formal re-enactment of what Brodsky does in his frequent use of
radical enjambment and in his preference for starting sentences halfway
through a line rather than allowing syntax and lineation to coincide: he
unsettles our notion of the sequence beginning — middle — end, pre-
ferring to open up each element of the series and to deny a fully satisfying
closure. That small point of rhetoric and form has a huge impact in
conveying to the reader a sense of unease with a poem’s themes or claims
about death. My earlier comment about Sedakova’s use of rhyme is, in
Brodsky’s poetry — where rhyme can also so forcefully command our
attention — largely performed by the poet’s refusal to let poetic lines mark
the endings of grammatical sentences.*® There are no endings, in fact, for
all that the poems say about death, which suggests a further point of
comparison with Sedakova.

In her poetry, all travel is travel toward death. The encounter with the
end of one’s life defines the only journey that matters. Brodsky does not
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share Sedakova’s focus on that story, but death haunts his lyric world with
a looming presence and here he seeks no defenses. In one of her earliest
statements about Brodsky’s poetry, Sedakova emphasized that “the basic
liberating element in Brodsky is his consciousness of death. There was
some sort of early and extremely powerful intimacy with death, mortality,
temporality. It’s the key motif in many of his poems.”* Brodsky and
Sedakova differently understand and react to reminders of mortality, but
movement that might seem to escape such inevitability draws them back
into the circle where life cannot but end in death. In this they depart radi-
cally from any model found in the work of Elizabeth Bishop; note how far
we have come from a conventional notion of travel poetry, even one so
brilliantly realized as that of Bishop.

In the poetry of both Brodsky and Sedakova, this meeting with death is
presented as something of a return. In his poetry, this is an elegiac scene
of return that begins in his earliest poetry, for example, in the 1962 poem
“Ot okrainy k tsentru” (this is the poem that begins “Vot ia vnov’ posetil”
[“And so, once again, I revisited”], as if in casual reprise of Pushkin’s
great 1835 Mikhailovskoe elegy). Brodsky’s poet wanders no further than
the outskirts of Leningrad, but all the same he feels intensely estranged.*
He is ambivalent about whether he has actually returned, in the end, so
fully does the place not recognize him. That concern with recognition is
perhaps more powerfully felt in Sedakova’s poetry, where the tale of
return is above all that of Saint Aleksii, as we have seen. She has an
extraordinary way of making the moment of recognition both the pivot on
which the saint’s life turns, and the detail in which saintliness takes on its
most human dimension. In her most recent poem about Aleksii, “Sant
Alessio. Roma,” she comments near the poem’s end: “Ne uznali — da i
kto uznaet?” (“He went unrecognized — well, who can do the work of
recognition?”).* My translation is wordy, compared to her compact for-
mulation, but it is meant to show how Sedakova translates between
theology and psychology, how she inserts into this poem a calm faith that
it is only God who can fully recognize in us who we are.
 Sedakova’s work includes several poems about the Prodigal Son, as
well. This tale creates for her another narrative of return, but without that
pivot of recognition.*” Brodsky’s poetry tends not to rely on biblical
figures for this topos, instead writing typically in the first person about the
experience of seeing a place anew.*® A later example would be his untitled
1990 poem dedicated to Tomas Transtromer, which begins “Votiaisnova
pod etim bestsvetnym nebom.”*® Note again the casually Pushkinian
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reference. For both poets, then, this inevitable ending is imagined as a
return. In theological terms, there is no surprise here, for we are born unto
dust and to dust we return. But the structure of return means that the
joumney toward death has more familiarity than strangeness, and it is more
a source of comfort than dismay.”

I conclude with the final stanza of a poem about Florence, which re-
flects more generally on the nature of cities to which one cannot return.
That of course is the quintessential expression of the exile theme in
Brodsky, and this poem was written in 1976, only four years after his
departure from Russia in 1972 and thus at 2 moment when the reality of
exile was settling on the poet.”’ Florence is the city most associated with
Dante, whose exile from the city is invoked by Brodsky by means of his
epigraph from Akhmatova (it comes from her 1936 poem, “Dante,” and
surely her poem’s opening lines, which Brodsky does not cite, are what
really matters here: “On i posle smerti ne vernulsia V staruiu Florentsiiu
svoiu.”*? Here is the ninth and final stanza of “Dekabr” vo Florentsii”
(1976).

IX
There are cities one won’t see again. The sun
throws its gold at their frozen windows. But all the same
there is no entry, no proper sum.
There are always six bridges spanning the sluggish river.
There are places where lips touched lips for the first time ever,
or pen pressed paper with real fervor.
There are arcades, colonnades, iron idols that blur your lens.
There the streetcar’s multitudes, jostling, dense,
speak in the tongue of a man who’s departed thence. >

X
EcTs ropona, B KOTOPBIE HET BO3BpaTa.
ConHue GbeTca B UX OKHA, kak B Mankue sepkana. To
€CTh, B HHX He IIPOHHKHEIIb HH 32 KaKoe 371aTo.
TaM Bcerza DpoTeKaeT peka Mo MECTHI0 MOCTaMH.
TaM ecTs MecCTa, [Ie NpUIagan ycraMu
TOXE K YCTaM M 1epoM K ucram. K
TaM pAGUT OT apkall, KOJIOHHAH, OT HYTYHHBIX ITyrar;
TaM TOJIa FOBODMT, OCaXAast TPAMBAMHBIN YTOJI,
Ha S3LIKE YeNoBexa, KOTOphi# yobim. >

These lines begin as if the subject were still December in Florence, but
surely Leningrad is the city with frozen windows reflecting a golden sun,
the city with contemptible iron monuments. There, the poet remembers
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places where kisses were exchanged, places where he would write with
fervor; and he remembers the press of the crowd laying siege to a tram,
but speaking his language. This poem, which had offered its readers
sustained descriptions of Florence before striking the languid note of its
conclusion, becomes a meditation not on the cycle of returns that can
constitute travel, but on the distant appraisal of a city that is never to be
seen again. Brodsky more directly described Leningrad in the essay “A
Guide to a Renamed City.” There he writes that “this is the city where it’s
somehow easier to endure loneliness than anywhere else: because the city
itself is lonely.”**

All his trave] poetry, it should be said, is permeated by this loneliness.
If one had to mark one element of the poetic world, then, against which
the travel poetry tries to defend this poet (and fails), it would be this
loneliness.* This extreme inability to make of the journey a set of human
encounters marks Brodsky’s radical difference from Dante. I say this,
even knowing that Sedakova, writing after Brodsky’s death, called him
“our Dante.”’ I do so with an eye to something said in Susan Stewart’s
splendid essay on Dante, which focuses on the importance of meetings in
Dante’s journey. She writes:

The poetry of meeting involves a lived encounter or exchange and so
includes an open possibility of transformation by means of language. Visions
and beholding may be involved in these poems of meeting; but because the
speakers of such poems are not alone, sublime experiences do not lead to
silence and speechlessness.**

That is the risk, of course, in a landscape of loneliness, that one will
confront instead “silence and speechlessness.” This may seem a counter-
intuitive approach to Brodsky, who was so prolific, who so completely
seemed able to adapt to any verbal sjtuation, to write his way out of any
dead end, but it is also a way to understand the defensive function of all
those references to writing, grammar, punctuation, alphabets, and the like
in his work. The distant tram is full of people speaking his language, but
so what? Brodsky’s loneliness is not only personal, which is why it is so
intense. One senses as well a feeling of having been abandoned by God.
Writing of Brodsky’s poetry, Aleksandr Skidan has said that he seems to
describe a world that God has left, in fact;* again, one comes upon a very
sharp distinction from the world of Olga Sedakova, where all meetings —
and her poetry abounds in meetings — are approximations of the en-
counter with God’s grace.

Although I have singled out these two poets, they belong to a larger
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context where the theme of travel — imagined or real — would take poets
to places that stimulate or surprise them, where turns to other poetic
traditions would become a form of mental travel and a source of new
energy, and where some poets would embody the experience of travel not
as journeys outward but as ever more intense flights into retreat. In her
own work, Sedakova does all these things, as have Viktor Krivulin, Inna
Lisnianskaja, Elena Shvarts, to name only a few poets whose works
belong in this discussion. I am also implicitly arguing that Brodsky’s work
remains 2 point of departure, if you’ll excuse the travel pun, for an aston-
ishingly wide range of topics within contemporary poetry. Claims that he
had no worthy followers are probably true, but good poets aren’t fol-
lowers, they journey off in their own directions. Still, they may go off in
directions opened by a poet of Brodsky’s stature and originality and, for
Russian poetry, this has been true for several decades now.

Indeed, how could it be otherwise? The question is where and how we
look for original, interesting evidence of Brodsky’s impact. Aleksandr
Skidan quite remarkably said, look at the women poets.® That is another
reason why it has seemed particularly apt to read Brodsky’s work
alongside that of Sedakova. If one follows through the logic of Skidan’s
claim, then it stands to reason that, as we write the history of contem-
porary Russian poetry, we will be writing a history in which women play
a very significant role.
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than themselves are no/ longer alive” (Collected Poems in English, p. 340). Note
the added strong enjambment in the English, produced no doubt for the created
thyme (with “domino”).

“Sedakova puts this element of Brodsky’s poetics into play in her poem in
memory of Leonid Gubanov and Sergei Morozov, “Elegiia osennei vody.” See
Sedakova. Stikhi, pp. 290-293. For her comment that Brodsky is “in the rhythm
of this poem,” see Sedakova, “A Rare Independence,” in Brodsky Through the
Eyes of His Contemporaries, ed. V. Polukhina (Basingstoke: MacMillan Press,
1992), pp. 237-259; quotation from p. 253. The poem is given there, in a
translation by Robert Reid.

“Sedakova, “A Rare Independence,” pp. 244-245. Compare her lines, “Poet —
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“Elegiia osennei vody,” Stikhi, p. 292.
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force in his poetry, which she connects to his having refused an official, public
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4-5(2000), pp. 232-236; see p. 233. I return to this idea at the conclusion of this
paper.

*Sedakova. Stikhi, p. 328.

“See “Vozvrashchenie bludnogo syna,” “Pobeg bludnogo syna,” “Blydnyi syn
vozvratitsia, losif pridet v Khanaan” as well as poems in which the Prodigal Son
is a key image, e.g., “Stansy pervye. Elene Shvarts,” all in Sedakova. Stikhi, pp.
26-29, 38-39, 174-175, 220-222.

“A very large digression could open here, in which his annual Christmas poems
could be compared with Sedakova’s legends about saints.

“Brodskii. Peizazh s navodneniem, p. 63. This poem evokes the landscape around
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in Brodsky’s work.
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Mandel’shtam’s own poetry returned to themes of earlier poets has been well
studied, as has the theme of return in his work. See the general approach to the
Silver Age as a repetition and renovation of Russia’s Golden Age in Cultural
Mythologies of Russian Modernism: From the Golden Age to the Silver Age, ed.
Boris Gasparov, Robert P. Hughes, and Irina Paperno (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1992). See there the essay by Boris Gasparov on Mandel’shtam,
which has since appeared in English: “The Iron Age of the 1930s: The Centennial
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$'Susan Stewart, “Dante and the Poetry of Meeting,” American Poetry Review,
vol. 35, no. 4, (July/August, 2006), pp. 39—42, quotation from p. 39.

¥ Aleksandr Skidan, writing in “Desiat’ let bez Brodskogo,” Vozdukh, no. 1
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and we might note that three of his four are poems of travel: “Temza v Chelsi,”
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