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CHAOSMOS: OBSERVATIONS ON THE
STANZA FORM OF ANNA AKHMATOVA’S
POEM WITHOUT A HERO

ALEXANDRA K. HARRINGTON
University of Durham

Recent critical observations on Akhmatova’s Poema bez geroia (Poem Without a Hero) are
drawn together, suggesting that it detaches itself from modernism and moves beyond it in
various ways. These ideas are then extended in relation to the poem’s innovative stanza form.
It is argued that Poem represents a conscious attempt to revive the formalism and spirit of
experimentation that was characteristic of the Silver Age. Akhmatova both demonstrates and
celebrates modernist poetics, but ultimately exceeds modernism by establishing a new poetical
system which regards modernism with considerable irony. The unusual stanza constitutes an
important part of this dual desire both to revive, and to establish a distance from, Silver Age
modernism. The stanza manifests a peculiar capacity for variation and frequently departs from
its basic structure, so that previous descriptions of Akhmatova’s stanza in scholarship discern
both regularity and a capricious elasticity. This paradoxical combination of order with unpre-
dictability suggests that the stanza might usefully be characterized — employing scientific
discourse as a metaphor — as a kind of chaotic system. It furnishes Akhmatova with a
means of establishing a dialogue with chaos at the level of prosody which constitutes a_formal
expression of the theme of disintegration and chaos which is central to the poem.

In recent years, appeals to postmodernism have been made sporadically, but with increasing
frequency, by critics in relation to Poema bez geroia (Poem Without a Hero), Anna Akhmatova’s
most obviously metafictional and experimental text. The arguments that have been advanced
tend to centre on the fact that rampant and self-conscious intertextuality plays a key role
in the poem’s construction. Solomon Volkov, for instance, observes that ‘its citations —
obvious, hidden and encoded — from works by Petersburg authors make it the quintessential
postmodernist text’.! In an article which draws on Mark Lipovetskii’s writings, L. G. Kikhnei
and O. R. Temirshina suggest that the poem marks the beginning of the ‘neo-baroque’ tradi-
tion of Russian postmodernism, in that it is orientated towards the culture of the past and is
concerned with bringing about a ‘revival’ (vozrozhdenie) of Silver Age modernism, rather than
evincing a break with it.? Lipovetskii himself, along with his co-author Naum Leiderman,
contends that late works by Akhmatova such as Poem and Rekviem (Requiem) belong to
the category of ‘postrealism’, which establishes a compromise between, or fusion of, postmod-
ernism and realism.” In short, the notion that Poem detaches itself in various ways from mod-
ernism seems slowly to be gaining critical currency.”
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This article aims to draw together these disparate arguments and to extend them in relation
to Akhmatova’s unusual stanza form, the technical virtuosity and display of which indicate a
conscious attempt on the poet’s part to revive the formal experimentation characteristic of the
Silver Age. The ‘Akhmatova stanza’, as it has come to be known, combines order with a high
level of unpredictability and considerable potential for variation and, in this regard, it invites
comparison with recent scientific and postmodern rethinking of the relationship between
order and chaos. Its paradoxical combination of order and disorder finds parallels with certain
theoretical descriptions of postmodernist poetics which draw upon what is popularly known
as ‘chaos theory’, providing useful terminology for describing the stanza, and further grounds
for regarding Poem as a pioneering example of Russian postmodernism.

Early Russian postmodernism is generally perceived to have arisen from a desire to ‘revive’
or ‘return to’ modernism, and to ‘reconnect Russia with a variety of “lost” modernist
traditions’.> The development of modernism in Russia was hampered by the imposition of
socialist realism and official campaigns against ‘formalism’, so that this ‘return’ to modernism
is inevitably accompanied by a paradoxical awareness of the impossibility of such a move after
years of totalitarian control over cultural production. As Lipovetskii observes, early Russian
postmodernism simultaneously expresses two contradictory tendencies:

On the one hand there was the need to return to modernism, to use the aesthetic arsenal of the
classics; this is why the works of Russian postmodernists display so many features that are charac-
teristic of modernist aesthetics. On the other hand, there was the gradual recognition of the impos-
sibility of “restoring” modernism after decades of totalitarian aesthetics. We find this recognition
in the search for an ironic contact with or distancing from the modernist classics.®

Poem 1s an early expression of this impulse and it certainly displays numerous features char-
acteristic of modernist aesthetics; in effect, it constitutes a dramatisation of Akhmatova’s
‘return’ to the modernist era from the perspective afforded her by hindsight. The first part of
the poem, ‘Deviat’sot trinadtsatyi god’ (“The Year Nineteen Thirteen’), involves the visita-
tion in 1940 of the ‘author’ by the ‘shades’ of 1913 and the re-enactment of the memory of
events concerning them. As has long been recognised, it contains numerous allusions to
other texts, many of them dating from the 1910s, and it exhibits an array of typically modern-
ist devices (including spatialized time, a non-linear narrative which imitates the play of the
mind, collage, and montage), and it reworks characteristically modernist themes (in particular,
the harlequinade and apocalypse).

‘The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ is presented by Akhmatova as a self-sufficient text-within-
a-text, which is then commented upon by a fictional ‘editor’ (a devotee of socialist realism)
in the metapoetic second part of Poem, ‘Reshka’ (“Tails’) and then reflected upon again,
albeit to a lesser extent and more obliquely, in the Epilogue. The poem as a whole thereby
portrays an ‘author’ character in the process of composing a modernist text, many of the
features of which are conspicuously old-fashioned and ideologically suspect for the 1940s,
but are unmistakably redolent of Silver Age literature. Marina Tsvetaeva’s rather sarcastic
response to an early draft of the poem testifies to its anachronistic quality and perhaps also to
its problematic political credentials: ‘Hazo 06.1a4aTh 00IBIION CMEIOCTBIO, YTOOBI B 1941
r. nucats o Kostombune, I[1bepo u Apsexnre’ (‘One needs to possess great courage in order
to write about Columbine, Pierrot and Harlequin in 1941°).7

A remark made by Brian McHale in relation to James Joyce’s Ulysses (a novel greatly
admired by Akhmatova and perceived by her as remarkably similar in conception to her own
text)® serves well to describe Poem Without a Hero:
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At one and the same time a founding text of “High Modernism” and a postmodernist text, a “dem-
onstration and summation” of modernist poetics and a parody of modernist poetics; it defines and
consolidates modernism yet at the same time exceeds and explodes it.’”

Poem too 1s a ‘demonstration and summation’ of modernist poetics which ‘defines and
consolidates modernism’ by containing within itself a self-conscious representation of a
modernist text, “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’, the subject of which is the modernist era. It
also ‘exceeds and explodes’ modernism by juxtaposing the two temporal worlds of 1913 and
1940, thereby turning Silver Age modernism into an object for evaluation and a target for
considerable irony.

As Roman Timenchik demonstrates, Akhmatova consciously, and with polemical and
parodic intent, makes use of various fragments of the cultural range of 1913 which were
already thought of as somewhat hackneyed at the time. For example, he cites the collocation
nonesyiasie miaeqn (‘kissable shoulders’), which Briusov had declared in print to be outdated
in 1910."" Akhmatova demonstrates and celebrates modernism, but she also exposes and
explodes it by incorporating its more clichéd moments and establishing an ironic distance
from its language and its hopes for the advent of a new, ideal reality. In “Tails’, she implies
that, like her fictional editor, she considers the content and themes of ‘The Year Nineteen
Thirteen’ to be outmoded from the vantage-point of the 1940s:

U cama s Oblna HE paja,
DTOl aJCKOI apJIeKuHA b
M3paséka 3aciblinas Boit. '

And I myself was not happy
When I heard from a distance the howl
Of this hellish harlequinade.

She also indicates that the arrival of the ‘Real’ twentieth century marked a complete break
with the literary and cultural past:

U cepebpsiHBIil MecsIT SIPKO
Han cepeOpsiHBIM BEKOM CTBLIL

A 1o HaGepexxHOU JIereHJapHoH
ITpubmmkacs He KaJeHIapHBINT —
Hacrosmuit J{saguateiii Bek.'?

And the silver moon brightly
Froze over the silver age.

And along the legendary embankment
Drew nearer not the calendar —
But the Real Twentieth Century.

Dubravka Orai¢ has argued cogently that Akhmatova’s poem belongs to an early post-
modernist model, which she calls the ‘museum of modernist art’.'® In this museum model of
postmodernism, Orai¢ states, a relationship is established by the author between his or her
own text and modernist or avant-garde art.'"* This assessment provides independent support
for Kikhnei and Temirshina’s reading of Poem as a neo-baroque piece which remythologizes
cultural ruins and fragments with a view to bringing about a revival of early Russian
modernism. These ideas also chime with Timenchik’s view of Akhmatova’s methods, which
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he characterises in terms of bricolage: she recombines cultural fragments to create her own
myth of the Silver Age.

Akhmatova’s intensive engagement with Silver Age modernism leads, as Timenchik and
Orai¢ both indicate, to various forms of deep structural quotation. Timenchik finds that the
plot of ‘The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ is in itself a ‘sign’ of the poetry of 1913, and illustrates
this by reference to poems from the period manifesting close similarities in plot.'> Orai¢ points
out that the stepped lines (lesenki) employed by Akhmatova in Poem reveal its close relation-
ship with avant-garde art, recalling the practice of Cubo-Futurist poets such as Vladimir
Maiakovskii. It might also be argued that the other ways in which Akhmatova brings style and
the linguistic medium to the foreground provide further signals of the text’s affinity with
turn-of-the-century avant-garde aesthetics in general.'® Her use of capitals, italics and acrostics
are all ways of exploring the ‘look’ of the text, of making the poetry impact visually upon the
reader. For instance:

b 3Byk miaroB Tex, KOTOpBIX HeETY,
E  Ilo cuamemy napkery,

JI U curapsr cununit JpIMOK.

bl U Bo Bcex 3epkaax oTpaszuics
W Yenosek, uTo HE MOABHICH

U npoHUKHYTD B TOT 3aJ1 HE MOT.
OH He JryHie Apyrux U He XyKe,
Ho me Beert JleTerickoH cTyXeH,
U B pyke ero remiora.

Tocts u3 Byaymero! — Heyxem
OH 1IpuaeT Ko MHE B cAMOM JeJIe,
Togepnys naepo ¢ mocra?"’

= >

The sound of the steps of those who are not here
Across the gleaming parquet,

And the blue smoke of a cigar.

And in all the mirrors

The man, who did not appear

And who could not enter that hall is reflected.
He is not better than the others, nor worse,
But he does not waft Lethe’s chill

And there is warmth in his hand.

Guest from the Future! — Will he really
Come to me

Having turned left at the bridge?

mH- I g

T

The vertically aligned words compel the reader to acknowledge the text’s materiality
by disrupting a linear reading. Elsewhere in the poem, Akhmatova shapes her poetry into a
visual representation of an appropriate object, and uses capitalisation to create the impression
of a disembodied voice or shout:

N3 rogA COPOKOBOI'O,
KAK C BAIIHU, HA BCE I'JISIXKY.
KAK BYTO ITPOIIASICH CHOBA
C TEM, C UEM JABHO ITPOCTUJIACH
KAK BYJATO INEPEKPECTUJIACH
U1 O] TEMHBIE CBOJbI CXOXYV."

FROM THE FORTIETH YEAR,
AS FROM A TOWER, I LOOK AT EVERYTHING.
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AS THOUGH I WERE TAKING LEAVE ONCE MORE
FROM THAT TO WHICH I SAID GOODBYE LONG AGO
AS THOUGH I CROSSED MYSELF
AND AM GOING DOWN BENEATH DARK VAULTS.

The indentation in the left-hand margin resembles a staircase, visually reproducing the descent
to the past described in the poetry.

Deep structural quotation in Poem can also be discerned at the level of prosody. Poem is
often praised for its prosodic inventiveness, a quality not usually regarded as characteristic of
Akhmatova’s poetry,'” and its unique stanza form has been the focus of several studies.”
Akhmatova’s view that the failure of Blok’s IVozmezdie (Retribution) resulted from the lack of
a sufficiently novel stanza form — a potential pitfall for any poet writing in the wake of
Pushkin’s Evgenii Onegin — can be seen as a crucial factor in the creation of the stanza form
for Poem. Akhmatova was of the opinion that the only way to compose a successful long poem
is to write against the established rules of the genre.?' In short, the specific task which she
appears to have set herself, as is generally acknowledged, was to ‘co3zarts HeuTo npHHIHIAIT-
BHO HOBOE, MOJYEPKHYTH HENOXOXecTh Ha npeabiayinee (‘create something principally
new, to underline dissimilarity to what has gone before’).?* This necessitated the creation of
a suitable stanza form.

A number of claims made by Akhmatova in the prose about her poem emphasize the
work’s novelty. She writes, for example, ‘B mosme net HuKako# Tpaaunuor [Hocta/ (‘in the
poem there is absolutely nothing traditional’) and ‘rakux mosm HukTO He mucax (‘no one
has ever written such a poem’).* Similarly, she repeats one reader’s judgment of the work as
possessing all the qualities of a completely new work in the history of literature owing to its
relationship with music, thereby implicitly linking its novelty with its prosody.?* The signifi-
cance which Akhmatova accorded her stanza is illustrated by her regretful mention of it in a
poem of 1946, ‘I uvidel mesiats lukavyi’ (‘And the cunning moon saw’):

Tenepp Menst mo3adbyayT,

W xuurn cramiot B mkady.
AXMAaTOBCKOH 3BaTh HEe OyIyT
Hu ymny, Hu cTpody.

Now they will forget me

And my books will gather mould in the cupboard
No street, nor stanza,

Will be given the name Akhmatova.

The stanza form of Poem establishes a relationship with Symbolist poetry through its musi-
cality, much as it does with futurism by means of its layout.”® Viktor Zhirmunskii conveyed
his views on Poem’s relationship with symbolism to Akhmatova, who repeatedly includes
them in different pieces of prose relating to it. She writes, for example:

B. M. XXupmyHCckuil o4eHb MHTEPECHO I'OBOPIJI O mosMe. OH CKa3ay, YTO 3TO HCHOJIHEHHE
MeYThl CHMBOJIUCTOB, T. €. 3TO TO, YTO OHM IMPONOBEJOBAJM B TEOPUH, HO HHUKOIJa HE
OCYIIECTBIISUIE B CBOUX IIPOM3BE/ICHUSIX (Marus puT™Ma, BOJIIEOCTBO BUICHHUS), YTO B MX OIMAX
HIYEro 5Toro Her.”

V. M. Zhirmunskii spoke very interestingly about the poem. He said that it is a fulfilment of the
Symbolists’ dream; that is, it is that which they advocated in theory, but never realized in their
works (magic of thythm, enchantment of vision), and that in their poems there is none of this.
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The idea of both demonstrating and exceeding modernism is implicit in this observation.
In creating her own stanza form, Akhmatova consciously revives the technical display and
formalism characteristic of the beginning of the century. Indeed the very title Poem Without a
Hero hints at the primacy of form over content. The poem is based on the dol’nik, a metre
popularised by Aleksandr Blok,” used extensively by Akhmatova, and more generally
particularly characteristic of the Silver Age. By the 1940s, when Akhmatova began work on
Poem, Russian poets had become considerably less experimental with form: indeed, from as
early as the 1920s poetry had begun to retreat from the kind of prosodic experimentation
which had been prevalent in the 1910s.*

Akhmatova’s stanza form is unique and distinctive, but like everything else in Poem, it
has various intertexts. It bears marked similarities to the stanza form of the second ‘stroke’
(udar) of Mikhail Kuzmin’s poetic cycle of 1927, Forel” razbivaet led (The Trout Breaks the Ice),
as Timenchik was first to observe.?” This similarity is not accidental: Akhmatova had been
reading Kuzmin’s poem and discussing it with Lidiia Chukovskaia in 1940, the year in which
she embarked upon the composition of Poem, and the two works have noticeable thematic
correspondences.”’ Kuzmin’s first two stanzas read:

Konu Obrorcsi, Xpansr B UCIIyre,

CuHell JIeHTOU OOBUTHI JyTU

Bouku, cher, 6yOeHIpl, najnoal

YTo 10 CTpaIIHOM, KaK HOYb, pacijaThl?
Passe nporuyt TBOM Kapnatsi?

B crapom pore 3acteineT men?

ITonocts Tpemsercs, IMBO-NTULA;
Busr nosio3seB — «raiiga, Mapunal»
Cror. .. 6exuT ¢ (hoHapeM TalIyK. . .
BoTt xakoe TBOe JOMOBBE:

CBeT MaJIOHHBI Y U3I0JIOBbSI

U moaxoBa XpaHuT mopor.>!

an0TEr 200>

Kuzmin’s thythmical patterns are based on a four-foot dol ’nik. His rhyme scheme is regular
and each stanza divides into halves, which consist of two feminine rhymes and a masculine
line. The two masculine lines in each stanza do not rhyme with one another.

Akhmatova’s stanza (here, from “Tails’) follows a similar pattern, but her masculine lines are
rhymed, unlike Kuzmin’s, and her dol nik is ternary:

N co muoro most «Cenbmas»,
[MomymepTBas u Hemas,

Pot ee cBeaeH n OTKpBIT

CII0BHO POT Tparmyeckoii, Macku,
Ho ou uepnoii 3ama3an kpackoii
U cyxoro 3emuieit Ha6uT.*

SO0 >»>

Nina Lisnianskaia, writing after Timenchik, has uncovered another intertext for the stanza:
Marina Tsvetaeva’s lyric ‘Kavaler de Grie’ (‘Cavalier de Grieux’), written on New Year’s Eve
1917 (a significant date, as Poem is set on New Year’s Eve 1940). The first two stanzas of
Tsvetaeva’s poem read:

Kaganep ne I'pus! Hampacuo
Bbl MeuTaeTe 0 mpekpacHoii,

CaMOBJIaCTHOM, B ceOe He BJIACTHOM.
CaiocTpactHoii cBoeit Manon.

o >
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Bepuunero BoIbHON, TOMHOI.
MEI BBIXOAUM U3 BAIIUX KOMHAT.
JoJiblie Beuepa HAC HE HOMHSIT.
IMoxoputech. — TakoB 3akoH.™

o > > >

Tsvetaeva’s lyric 1s based on a three-foot dol nik, as is Akhmatova’s, and their rhyme schemes
are remarkably alike. Tsvetaeva’s first three feminine lines are rounded oft with a masculine
line, which rhymes with the final line of the second quatrain. However, in the two quatrains
which follow this quotation, the masculine lines are unrhymed, rendering them rather more
like Kuzmin’s stanza. Akhmatova’s stanza follows a pattern similar to that established across
Tsvetaeva’s first two quatrains, as Lisnianskaia demonstrates with the following quotation
from Poem:

Kpuk nerymuit HaM TOJIBKO CHUTCS,
3a oxomkoM HeBa mpiMutcs,
Houb 6e3/10HHA — ¥ JUTUTCS, JIATCS —
IletepOyprckast Y4epTOBHSL. . .
B ueprom Hebe 3Be3/1bI HE BUIHO,
T'ubesb rae—To 3/1eChb, OUYEBUIHO,
Ho Oecrnieuna, npsiHa, GeccThiaHa
MackapasHas 601ToBHs.>

cO00c > > >

Lisnianskaia contends that Kuzmin borrowed from Tsvetaeva, and then Akhmatova
borrowed from them both.?® The shortcoming in her argument is that the example that she
cites from Poem to illustrate her case is, in fact, an irregular stanza, consisting of eight lines. It
is taken from ‘The Year Nineteen Thirteen’, in which departures from the basic six-line
rhyme scheme are strikingly frequent. Nonetheless, a comparison with the more regular
stanzas of ‘Tails’ confirms that Lisnianskaia’s overall premise has foundation:

U cama s Obli1a He paza
DTOi afCKOH apJIeKuHA b
W3 nanéka 3aciblaB BOM.
Bce mazesiiace s, 4TO MUMO
BeJoii 3aJ1bl, Kak XJIONbS JIbIMA,
ITponeceTcst CKBO3b CyMpaK XBOH.

o0 » >

As in ‘Tails’, the stanza in the Epilogue is six lines in length, but individual stanzas there are
not separated by numbers or line spacing:

Tak nox xposiieit POHTAHHOTO 10Ma,
I'ne BeuepHsiss OpoOAUT HCTOMA

C ¢onapeM u CBSI3KOU KJIIOUCH, —
Sl aykayiach ¢ 1aJIbHUM 3XOM,
HeymecTHBIM cmymias cMexom
HenpoOynnyro coHb Bewieil.

I'me cBumeTesIb BCEro Ha CBETE,

Ha 3axarte u Ha paccBeTe
CMOTpPHUT B KOMHATY CTapblil KJICH
W npenBuas Haily pasiyky,

MHe HCCOXIITYI0 YePHYIO PYKY,
Kax 3a nomMouisro, TIHeT OH.>°

cOQo>roc 0o > >

In short, Akhmatova’s stanza possesses the same metre as Tsvetaeva’s, and incorporates
rhyming masculine lines, as does hers, but in its most common variant it is the length of
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Kuzmin’s. It is a genuine blend of these two precursors, but it exceeds them both in its
potential for variation.

Akhmatova’s stanza is at its most complex and varied in “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’, the
part of the poem that conjures up the Silver Age and constitutes a text-within-a-text. After
this, in ‘“Tails” and the Epilogue, order establishes itself. “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ begins
as follows (the dividing lines, which are not present in Akhmatova’s text, indicate stanza
breaks):

1 51 3axri1a 3aBeTHbIE CBEYH,
YToOBI 3TOT CBETUJICS Beuep,
U ¢ T060i1, KO MHE HE NMPUIIEIIUM,
Copok NepBBIil BCTPEYArO TOJI.

o> > >

5 Ho...
Tocnoguss cuta ¢ Hamu!
B xpycrase yronyJso miams
«/ BuHO, Kak OoTpaBa, #OKET».

o OO0

DTO BCILJIECKH KECTKOM Oecenl,
Korpma Bce BockpecaroT Gpenbl,
10 A 4Jacel Bce elie He ObIOT. . .
Hety mepsl Moeilt TpeBore,
S1 cama, xak TE€Hb HA MOPOTE,
Crepery NoCJIeAHUN YIOT.

cO0oc > >

W s coplily 3BOHOK TPOTSIKHBIIM,
15 M g uyBCTBYIO X0JIO/ BJIAXKHBIH,
Kawmesnero, cThiHy, TOpPIO. ..
U, xak OyATO NPUIIOMHHUB YTO-TO,
IToBepuyBIINCH BIOJI060OpPOTA,
Tuxum rosiocom roBopro:

cO0oc > >

20 «Bp1 ommbumcs: Benenus moxein —
Oto psagom. .. Ho macku B nmpuxoxei,
W niamm, u jKe3Jbl, ¥ BEHI[bI
Bam cerojiHst mpuieTcst OCTaBUTh.
Bac s B3gymasa HbIHYE MTPOCIIABUTH,
25 Hosoroanue copBaHib!»

cO0oc > >

Otot Paycrom, ToT Hou-XKyanom,
HanepryrTo, Mokanaanowm;
Camblil CKPOMHBIH - ceBepHBIM [ TaHOM
Wns yowuiinero Jlopuanowm,
30 U Bce menmuyT cBonM [nanam
TBepno BblydeHHBII ypOK.
A Kako#i-ToO ele ¢ THMIAaHOM
Koznonoryro npuBoJiok.
W 1151 HUX pacCTyNUIIMCh CTEHBI,
35 BcenbixHys1 cBeT, 3aBbLIM CUPEHBI,
U, xak KymoJi, BCIyX MOTOJIOK.

cO0o o> >

S1 He TO 4TO GOFOCH OTJIACKH. ..
Yo mue ["amiieToBsl oaBsa3ku!
Yto mHe Buxpb CasloMenHO TIISCKH,

> > >
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40 Uto MHe noctynb JKenesnoit Macku!
51 cama mosKeJie3Hell Tex. ..
W 4bsi ouepesb UCIYyraThes,
OTHIATHYTBCS, OTIPSHYTh, CAATHCS

U 3amanuBaTh naBHMil Tpex? . . . 37

o0 o >

As is her usual practice with her intertexts, Akhmatova does not engage in mere imitation
of Tsvetaeva or Kuzmin, but rather uses their stanza forms as a base and develops them further.
In ‘“The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ the basic six-line structure which establishes itself through-
out ‘Tails’ and the Epilogue can only be seen in the second, third, and fourth stanzas above.
It is not regularly employed. The rhyme scheme of the first stanza (lines 1—7) is characterised
by inexact rhymes (cBeur is rhymed with Bewep), and the stanza is seven lines long. The
second stanza consists of six lines with exact rhymes: 6eceapr and 6peasl, 6pr0T and yroT,
TpeBore and mopore. Moreover, the pattern does not clearly establish itself until later in the
text. This variation makes the pattern initially difficult for the reader to discern, and an
appreciation of the basic stanza is complicated by the range of expanded and contracted
versions of it which appear throughout ‘The Year Nineteen Thirteen’.

As all this suggests, Akhmatova’s stanza is highly complex and elastic. It consists of a basic
rhyme scheme (AAbCCDb) from which the poet departs periodically by adding extra rhyming
lines. This is the case, for instance, with lines 30—-31 above, which were a relatively late addi-
tion to the text in comparison with the lines surrounding them. As lines 1—3, 26—30, and
36—40 illustrate, any number of additional thyming feminine lines can potentially be included.
It is also possible for extra masculine lines to be inserted, as with line 31. Lines 26 to 36, there-
fore, contain a mixture of interpolated feminine and masculine rhyming lines, the addition of
which allows the stanza to be expanded. These expansions bear, of course, upon semantics:
they tend to coincide with particularly dramatic or chaotic episodes in the narrative, such as
the arrival of the masquerade figures, their effect being to heighten the tension and sense of
ensuing catastrophe.

Over the four parts of “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’, approximately sixty per cent of the
stanzas are six lines in length, with the other forty per cent varying between four lines and
eleven. At times, it becomes almost impossible to determine where one stanza ends and the
next begins. For instance:

Canuo ITancel u Jlo-Kuxotst
U, yBb1, comomckue JIoTh
CMepTOHOCHBIN TPOOYIOT COK,
A¢poauTsl BO3HUKJIN U3 HEHBI,
[leBesbuysmch B crekiie Ejensl,
U Ge3ymbst OJIU3UTCS CPOK.
N onsates u3 donrtanHoro I'pora,
e mro60BHASI CTBIHET APEMOTA,
Uepes npuspayHble BOPOTA,
M MoxHaThlil U pbDKUIl KTO-TO
Kosnonoryio npupoJiok.*®

CvAvivEwECHeNeN- b

The new rhyme in line 7 seems to begin a new stanza. However, the masculine rhyme of
the preceding stanza (line 6) is echoed in the final line of the quotation. Subsequent lines
begin a new pattern of rthymes altogether. This example could therefore be thought of either
as a six-line stanza followed by a five-line stanza, or as an eleven-line one. The Akhmatova
stanza incorporates a level of unpredictability and flexibility which expresses formally the
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pervasive disintegration and chaos that are an essential part of the thematics of ‘The Year
Nineteen Thirteen’, which deals with the destructive advent of war and revolution.

Kornei Chukovskii’s impressionistic description of Akhmatova’s stanza identifies organic
ties between the metre and rhythm of the poem and its themes, as well as highlighting the
novelty of Akhmatova’s stanza form:

[...] HauGomBIIYIO SMOMOHAIBHYIO CUITy KaXkKIOMY U3 00pa30B HOIMBI IPUIAET €€ TPEBOKHBII
U CTPACTHBIM PUTM, OPTaHMYECKH CBSI3AHHBIH ¢ ee TPEBOXKHOU M CTPACTHOM TeMATHUKOH. ITO
IPUXOTJIMBOE COYETAHHE JIBYX aHAIECTHYECKUX CTOI TO ¢ ampuOpaxuem, TO ¢ OJHOCTONHBIM
SIMOOM MOET Ha3bIBATHCS aXMAaTOBCKMM: HACKOJIBKO s 3HAIO, Takas PHTMHUKA (PAaBHO Kak H
cTpoduka) 10 cux nop Gbljia pycckoii mossun Heseaoma.>’

[...] the greatest emotional power is added to each of the poem’s images by its disturbing and
passionate rhythm, which is organically linked to its disturbing and passionate thematics. This
capricious combination of two anapaestic feet, now with an amphibrach, now with a single iambic
foot, may be called ‘Akhmatova’: as far as I am aware, such a rhythmic system (and, equally, such
a stanza form) were up to this point unknown in Russian poetry.

Zhirmunskii also comments upon the metre and rhythm of the stanza and, like Chukovskii,
he emphasises its novelty. However, where Chukovskii sees intricacy and capriciousness,
Zhirmunskii discerns regularity:

Benen 3a Ilymkuaom m HekpacoBeiM, Biokom (B [IBenagumatu) m MaskOBCKEM AXMaTOBa
obpatmiiack B «Ilosme 6e3 repos» k mouckaM HOBOW (opMbl. IToil (opMoii cTajia ocobas
cTpoda, yKe HOJTyYnBIIas HA3BaHUE «aXMaTOBCKOI CTpodb». B ee OCHOBE JICKUT TOJILHUK —
XapaKTePHBIN I JIMPUKH AXMATOBOU TpeXyJapHBI CTHX ¢ HEPEMEHHBIM YHCIIOM HEYAAapHBIX
CJIOTOB MEXIY YAapeHUSMH (OAMH WMJIM [Ba) W HEped NEepBbIM yaapeHHeM. B moame, 1o
CPaBHEHUIO C JIMPHKOIL, TOJILHHKA AXMATOBOW OOHApYXKHBAarOT OoJiee PEryJisipHyro (Gopmy:
HA4aJIO CTUXA BCErAa aHAIECTUYECKOe (1Ba HEYAAPHBI Ilepe]] IEPBBIM yAaPEHUEM); epe]] OAHUM
U3 JBYX OCTAJBHBIX yOAPEHHH MOXET CTOATb OJWH HEyJapHBIA CJIOT (CToma siMOHMYeckas),
TOrJa Iepes APYrMM B TOM K€ CTHXE OO0s3aTEJbHO CTOST [Ba HEyJapHBIX ciiora (croma
amamnecTuyeckas); 6o obe CTONbI — aHanecTuyeckue, kak neppas.*’

Following Pushkin and Nekraskov, Blok (in The Twelve) and Maiakovskii, Akhmatova turned in
Poem Without a Hero to the search for a new form. The special stanza, which has already received
the name ‘Akhmatova stanza’, became this form. At its base lies the dol’nik — a three-stress line
with a varying number of unstressed syllables between stresses (one or two) and before the first
stress, typical of Akhmatova’s lyrics. In the poem, in comparison with her lyrics, Akhmatova’s
dol’nik displays a more regular form: the beginning of the line is always anapaestic (two unstressed
syllables before the first stress). In front of one of the two remaining stresses there can stand one
unstressed syllable (an iambic foot), then in front of the other in the same line there will be two
unstressed syllables (an anapaestic foot); or both feet are anapaestic, like the first.

Zhirmunskii identifies the three standard rhythmic variations to which Akhmatova’s lines
are subject. As his and Chukovskii’s individual descriptions suggest when read alongside one
another, a tension between order and disorder is a key feature of the Akhmatova stanza’s
metrical properties, as well as its thyme. It is characterized on the one hand by regularity, yet
on the other by its capacity for variation, complexity and its inherent elasticity. This latter
characteristic allowed Akhmatova to develop what, for her, as Vitalii Vilenkin remarks, was
an ‘atypical method of composition’, amplifying her text almost endlessly, rather than altering
and cutting it.*

The paradoxical and innovative combination of order and disorder manifest in Akhma-
tova’s stanza leads irresistibly in the direction of Russian postmodernist theory, in particular
Lipovetskii’s characterisation of postmodernist poetics as a ‘dialogue with chaos’. In order to
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pin down what distinguishes postmodernist works from the literature which precedes them,
Lipovetskii invokes the branch of modern science popularly known as ‘chaos theory’. Over
the last quarter of a century or so, scientists have reconceived chaos as complexity, rather than
as total disorder, and have discovered that order can be concealed within, or can arise from,
a chaotic system. ‘Chaos’ turns out to be a misnomer. Lipovetskii is not alone in his perception
that postmodernism ‘quite naturally takes its place alongside these theories’.** Various western
literary critics have also drawn extensive and often illuminating parallels between scientific
models of chaos and postmodernist poetics. N. Katherine Hayles, one of the most prominent
among these, believes there to be a strong similarity between chaos theory and Derridian
deconstruction.” Scholars of Joyce’s work often invoke scientific models in their interpreta-
tions of his fiction (it is perhaps relevant that Akhmatova herself, as mentioned earlier, thought
of Ulysses and Poem as remarkably similar in conception to one another).** Some researchers
remain adamantly opposed to the idea that chaos theory can usefully be applied to literature,
and those literary scholars who draw elaborate parallels between postmodernist poetics and
scientific theory frequently lay themselves open to charges of factual inaccuracy or of making
‘intellectual impostures’.*> It nonetheless seems perfectly legitimate for other disciplines
to draw upon science as a conceptual resource and to borrow apposite terminology from
scientific discourse, provided that it is acknowledged that this usage has been adopted for their
own specific purposes.

Postmodernism, in Lipovetskii’s view, difters from the literature that precedes it by making
chaos ‘an equal participant in the dialogue with the artist’ and admitting it into the very
structure of a literary work. In this respect, the traditional privileging of order over chaos is
rethought in postmodernism. The postmodernist writer strives to ‘overcome the binary
opposition of chaos and cosmos [. . .] and to redirect the creative impulse toward a compromise
between these universals’.* Lipovetskii (following Umberto Eco) borrows the Joycean term
‘chaosmos’ to describe this paradoxical combination of order and disorder, and argues that
postmodernist compromises between the two, rather than resolving contradictions, lead to a
new intellectual space for the constant interaction of binary oppositions.*’

A corresponding capacity of Akhmatova’s poem has often been observed in criticism. For
example, Tat’iana Tsiv’ian identifies:

at least [. . .| two hypostases of the poem that are in opposition, and even almost in contradiction,
to each other and which, nevertheless, not only co-exist in time and space but, moreover, form a
real unity of opposites.*®

The two hypostases upon which she focuses in detail are spontaneity and premeditation,
Poem being presented as the creation of both at the same time. Akhmatova repeatedly casts
her poem as an entity which came to her unbidden and complete — 4 He 3Baj1a e€’ (‘I didn’t
call her’), yet the notions of authorship and literariness are also continually highlighted —
‘Tpu «k» BbIpaxaroT 3ameriatesibeTBo aBropa’ (“The three ‘k’s express the author’s confu-
sion’). This paradox gives rise to various related oppositions, such as that between finishedness
— ‘«Exe nucaxp — nucaxpy (“What is written is written’) — and unfinishability — ‘ Parbrre
nosma komyasach tak (‘Formerly, the poem ended thus’), or that between inarticulate
sound (the Blokian ry.r or ‘rumbling sound” which pervades the Petersburg of 1913) and the
word (the use of gyxoe cioBo or ‘alien discourse’ in the poem’s construction). The poem
is the product, as Tsiv'ian observes, both of ‘divine sound” — or perhaps something closer
to postmodernist noise? — and a ‘sober, precise plan’ according to which information is
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enciphered. This doubling is the basis of its structure, in the depths of which lies this ‘amal-
gamation of two opposites’.* Throughout the poem other binary categories often blurred in
postmodernism, such as centre and periphery, become difticult to distinguish, and the work
as a whole is an amorphous hybrid, which constantly spills over its own boundaries and threat-
ens to turn into something else altogether, be it play, ballet, or screenplay. Moreover, the
speaker is herself unable to distinguish between opposite categories:

30J10TOTO JIb BeKa BHICHBE
WNinn yepHOE MpECTyIIEHbE
B rpo3HoM xaoce gaBHuX AHeif?>’

Is this a vision of the Golden Age
Or a black crime
In the menacing chaos of bygone days?

The image of a golden age suggests perfection and harmony (especially in connection with
Dostoevskii, to whom these lines clearly allude), whereas the reference to a ‘black crime’ is
redolent of evil and disintegration. The suggestion is that the Silver Age is neither, and both,
of these opposites. Elsewhere in her later work, Akhmatova displays her interest in cosmog-
ony and explores the role of chaos in the process of creation: this is particularly apparent in
the first of her ‘Severnye elegii’ (‘Northern elegies’), ‘Predystoriia’ (‘Prehistory’), in which she
depicts Dostoevskii rising up above primordial chaos and creating the chaotic, out-of-joint
world into which she and her generation were born.”’ The traditional passage from chaos to
form is recast as a passage from primordial chaos to a different kind of chaos. Akhmatova’s
project in Poem, which is closely related to ‘Prehistory’, is to find appropriate forms for
conveying the ‘menacing chaos’ of the past.”

Akhmatova’s stanza form in Poem, which is characterised by an underlying order that is
initially difficult to discern as it permits extensive variation, can be described in terms of ‘cha-
osmos’. This term provides a means of characterizing the stanza as a complex system and of
accounting for its particular features. These particular features can, in turn, be described by
invoking scientific terminology. One of the peculiarities of the stanza form in Poem is that the
basic pattern emerges slowly, only achieving consistent regularity in ‘Tails’. In this respect,
analogies can be drawn with the ‘dissipative structures’ discovered by Ilia Prigogine in the
1970s; these being dynamic, self-propagating systems which undergo a transformation from
the apparently chaotic to the increasingly ordered. These systems are unbalanced, open ones,
which interact with their environment — similarly, Akhmatova’s dynamic stanza allows new
material from outside the text to be introduced and absorbed into it. Moreover, concealed
within the unpredictability of the stanza in “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ are deep structures
of order that might be thought of in terms of ‘recursive symmetry’, a feature of chaotic systems
whereby the same general form is repeated across different length scales, as though it is
progressively enlarged or diminished. The expansions and contractions of the basic six-line
stanza in “The Year Nineteen Thirteen’ constitute different-length repetitions of the same
general form. To think of order as relative, as the replication of symmetries that permit
asymmetries and unpredictability, provides a means of characterising the Akhmatova stanza’s
peculiar combination of pattern with capricious departures from that pattern.

Lipovetskii concludes that the close interaction between postmodernist poetics and the
world model of chaos, which he sees as expressed in the breakdown of the artistic system’s
traditional structures, does not necessarily result in the fragmentation of artistic unity. The
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formation of a new, non-classical, chaosmic system within an artistic whole is also possible.
The artistic attempt to seek hidden order in chaos and to transform it into cosmos is based,
Lipovetskii asserts, on a contradictory understanding of chaos:

From the very beginning, chaos is perceived both as debunking all kinds of rules and
providing a form of paradoxical survival for old cultural systems and for the creation of new

OHCS.53

This serves well to describe Akhmatova’s achievement with regard to Silver Age moder-
nism, which is both demonstrated and exceeded in her poem. The ‘museum’, bricolage, or
‘neo-baroque’ models of intertextuality allow old cultural systems to survive at the same time
as a new poetical system, from which the old one is evaluated, comes into being. In Poem,
Akhmatova is engaged in a two-fold project: on the one hand she celebrates and preserves the
literary past, and on the other she innovates and revitalises old forms to create a new poetic
system. Her complex stanza is one of the most sophisticated expressions of this dual impulse.
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