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“I Whisper Into the Radio Ear”: Radio Sound and Russian Modernist Poetics

Abstract

In 1924, the Soviet “electrification” was followed by “radiofication,” a gradual
introduction of broadcast radio that led to novel forms of newscasts, political propaganda,
and creative formats. This dissertation is the first study to document the wider cultural
impact of radio in the Soviet interwar period; more specifically, it shows how the medium
affected Russian modernist poetry both as a theme and as a catalyst for linguistic and
poetic innovation. While existing scholarship on radio and literary writing typically
addresses genres written for the medium, such as the radio play, I re-examine works by
three canonical Soviet writers—Velimir Khlebnikov, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and Osip
Mandelstam—to reveal how their views of the poetic word were transformed by
broadcasting.

In chapter one, I argue that Khlebnikov’s theory of zaum and the sonorous poetics
of his later works (1921-22) reflect both the concept and the sounds of wireless
communication: its instantaneity, omnipresence, and heightened emotional charge. In
chapter two, I trace radio’s role in Mayakovsky’s poetic posturing as the Revolution’s
leading orator. Not only do his lyrics written after 1922 thematize their own transmission
as sound; Mayakovsky’s theoretical essays accord radio a leading role in the Soviet literary
process itself. The third chapter examines Mandelstam’s “Voronezh Notebooks” as a
reflection of the poet’s exposure to and work for radio during his exile. By revealing how

these writers engaged with radio beyond—and despite—its political and informative uses,

il



I show that the medium motivated a growing emphasis on the sounded poetic word. In
many cases, radio inspired a shift from visual forms of representation toward aural imagery

and encouraged a renewed interest in poetry as an oral genre.
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Introduction

“I Whisper Into the Radio Ear”: Radio Sound and Russian Modernist Poetics

In his autobiography, the Soviet writer Lev Kassil' links his genesis as an author
with an infectious obsession with radio that swept Russia along with the first regular radio
broadcasts: “[In 1924] I wrote my first short story. Those were the times when radio
enthusiasm was spreading tempestuously. We improvised homemade receivers and, with
hearts that trembled with excitement at the power of technology, listened through ebony
headphones to the measured dictation of TASS: ‘Full stoppp... Let-ter by let-ter: Peter,
Anna, Roman, Ivan, Susanna... Pa-ris!..” And it seemed like a miracle to us. My story was
also about the radio.”! Kassil”’s account and his story, with the rather silly title “Mr.
Kissmequick’s Receiver” (“Priemnik mistera Kismikvika”), are exemplary of radio’s
potent effect on the literary imagination at the time. For a few eventful decades, before
enthusiasm for the nascent medium of television took over, radio impacted Soviet life with
a force that distinguished it from other technological innovations. The duo of satirical
writers Ilf and Petrov, whose work abounds with astute observations about radio sound in
the interwar period, singled out the medium for its forceful utopian appeal, even as they
strongly questioned its validity. In a statement simultaneously earnest and ironic, Ilf noted

in his diary in the 1930s: “In fantasy novels, radio was the most important thing. Its arrival

' TASS — Telegraph Agency of the Soviet Union (Telegrafnoe agentstvo Sovetskogo Soiuza). See
Lev Kassil', “Vslukh pro sebia: Popytka avtobiografii,” in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh
(Moscow: Detskaia literatura, 1965), vol. 1, 13. “IIpumepHO depe3 roj s Halmucaa CBOH MEePBBIi
pacckas. To 6pu1a mopa OypHO pacpOCTPaHSBIIKUXCS PaIUOyBICUECHUN. MBI MacTepUIU
camoJIeNIbHbIC TPUEMHUKHU U C CEPJIIIEM, 3aMUPAIOIIUM OT BOCTOPra repei MOTyIECTBOM TEXHUKH,
CJIyIIaju B 500HUTOBBIX HaylIHHKaX pa3mepeHHbid fuktanT TACC: ‘Touyuka... [To Oyk-Bam:
[letp, Auna, Poman, WBan, XKanna... [la-pux!..” U 310 Ka3anoce Ham uygom. Pacckas s Toxke
nocestui paauno.” Unless otherwise noted, all translations in this chapter are my own.



was expected to bring about universal happiness. Now radio is here, but not happiness.”

As it did elsewhere in Europe, radio’s arrival in the Soviet Union coincided with
the cultural renewal and nation-building following World War 1. The sudden ability to
communicate instantaneously across large distances made broadcast integral to the Soviet
goal of imparting a new set of shared values, a common ideology, as well as a common
language to a populace spread across the Eurasian continent. Radio’s auspicious
beginnings inspired faith in its ability both to foster an “imagined community” and to
physically colonize even the remotest corners with electronic sound propaganda. As
Stephen Lovell writes, to the popular imagination “radio was the epitome of modernity: it
would accelerate progress from darkness to light, from ignorance to enlightenment. The
bearded muzhik in headphones or with receiver was one of the iconic images of the
1920s.”® And in Valentin Kataev’s 1925 children’s book Radio Giraffe (Radio-zhiraff),
optimism in radio’s civilizing, transformative qualities even extends to the animals at the
local zoo, who “radiofy” their cage by hanging an antenna from the giraffe’s head.* The
zoo-goers stand mesmerized as the animals use radio for acts of personal self-
improvement, such as ordering a barber, buying carrots or learning to read: “The visitors
look surprised / into the cages / instead of wild animals seeing / radio enthusiasts!”

(Y nuBnenHo u3 asepeit / Cmotpsat nocerutenu / Bmecto aukux 3sepeii / Paauno-

? II'ia I'f, “Zapisnye knizhki 1925-1937,” in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh (Moscow: TERRA
— Knizhnyi klub, 2003), 207. “B ¢antacTudeckux pomMaHax riaBHoe 370 Obu10 panuo. [Ipu Hem
0XKHUIATOCH CYACThE YeT0BeUeCTBa. BOT pajno ecTh, a cyacThs HET.”

3 Stephen Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age: A History of Soviet Radio, 1919-1970 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015), 8.

* Kataev proved one of the most insightful chroniclers of sound media’s popular reception in early
Soviet literature. His novel The Embezzlers (Rastratchiki) depicts ham radio enthusiasts and his
production novel Time, Forward! (Vremia, vpered!) contains some of the most evocative
descriptions of telephone sound.



niobutenu!”).

Radio, then, was a marker of both civilization and modernity. But the medium’s
most evocative quality, both to the popular imagination and for many modernist writers,
was its ability to transcend temporal and spatial boundaries by simultaneously addressing
anyone, anywhere. To some, broadcast virtually abolished the categories of time and
space: on May 23, 1910 a time signal was broadcast from the Eiffel Tower via
radiotelegraph, traversing the Atlantic Ocean for the first time and allowing maritime
traffic to synchronize its chronometers worldwide. In the ensuing months, the signal
enabled the standardized measurement of time throughout Europe. And the omnipresence
and simultaneity of remote sounds and signals forged the illusion of unified space. The
electro-magnetic impulses emitted by radio stations could be multiplied infinitely and
received by countless small receivers, an especially important innovation in a country as
vast as Russia.’

This metaphorical abolition of time and space was eagerly reflected by a number of
Soviet avant-garde writers. In a poem written for an early broadcast format known as the
“radio-newspaper” (radiogazeta), a spoken news digest, Mayakovsky declared, “Today

there is / neither time, nor space” (“Ceroans HeT / HM BpeMeH, HU IpocTpaHcTB”), and his

’ Valentin Kataev, Radio-zhiraff (Moscow: Raduga, 1925), 4.

% As one Russian scientist enthusiastically proclaimed in 1925, “The radiotelegraph and radio
telephone are wireless, something even the most daring technological dreamers, such as Jules
Verne, would not have dreamed of before. Radio has the great advantage that its transmission can
be multiplied thousand and hundred thousand fold, i.e. the relay from one radio station can be
received simultaneously by thousands and hundreds of thousands of radio receivers”
(“Pammotenerpad u paguoreneOH—OecnposoioyHbl, O 4eM 1 HE CHUIIOCH PAaHbIIEe CAMBIM
NBUIKAM TEXHUYECKUM MeuTaTessiM Bpoe JKronb BepHa, paano uMeeT To rpoMagHoe
HNPEUMYIIECTBO, YTO epe/aya o HEMY MOXKET KakK Obl YMHOXAThCSI B THICSYU M COTHH THICSY pa3,
T.-€. epeaya ¢ OJHOM PaJHOCTaHLIUH MOXKET BOCHIPUHUMATBCS 0OHOBPEMEHHO IECITKAMH U
COTHSIMH THICSAY anmapatoB-tipueMHHKoB”). Prof. B. Lobach-Zhuchenko, “Poslednie dostizheniia
nauki i tekhniki,” Novyi mir: literaturno-politicheskii i nauchnyi zhurnal 1 (1925): 192.



poetry would vividly enact the sense that broadcast sound enabled travel through time and
space.’ Velimir Khlebnikov, in his manifesto “Radio of the Future,” predicted that “[t]he
crests of waves in the sea of human knowledge will roll across the entire country into each
local Radio station, to be projected that very day as letters onto the dark pages of enormous
books.”® And in his last diary, written during the very peak of radio’s popularity, in 1934,
the poet Mikhail Kuzmin, a writer with an altogether different aesthetic and political
background from Khlebnikov, also remarks on this quality, which to him signifies radio’s
superiority over the gramophone: “Radio is a sense of the instantaneous life of the whole
world, a victory over space, distance and time. Always unexpected, interesting and

unrepeatable.”

Seventy years later, the media scholar Allen Weiss, musing on the impact
of gramophone and radio, would argue that this understanding of sound media even
hastened the decline of traditional linear narratives in literary writing: “the ancient topoi of
time and place are forever transformed, since collage and montage, recording and
broadcast, assure that unified time and space are no longer prerequisites of

b ’)10
consciousness.

The growing number of studies examining the history of Soviet radio largely focus

on technology, on the role of censorship, and on radio’s use for ideological agitation and

7 Vladimir Maiakovskii, “Radioagitator,” in “Velikaia kniga dnia...”: radio v SSSR: Dokumenty i
materialy, ed. T. M. Goriaeva (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2007), 218.

% Velimir Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” in Sobranie sochinenii v shesti tomakh, edited by R.
V. Duganov (Moscow: Dmitrii Sechin, 2014), vol. 6, 191. “Bepuiiabpl BoJM HAy9HOTO MOPS
Pa3HOCATCS O BCEH CTpaHe K MECTHBIM cTaHaM Panno, 4ToObI B TOT e JIeHb CTaTh OYKBaMHU Ha
TEMHBIX MMOJOTHAX OTPOMHBIX KHHT.”

? Mikhail Kuzmin, Dnevnik 1934 goda, edited by Gleb Morev (St. Petersburg: Izdatel'stvo Ivana
Limbakha, 2007), 132-133. “Panuo — onryiieHre MOMEHTAIILHOM XKU3HU BCEro MUpa, nodeaa Haj
MPOCTPAHCTBOM, PACCTOSIHUEM U HaJl BpeMeHeM. Beeria HeoxunanHo, JTIF0OOIBITHO U
HEMOBTOPUMO.”

' Allen S. Weiss, Breathless: Sound Recording, Disembodiment, and the Transformation of
Lyrical Nostalgia (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2002), 19.



community building."' Much of this research is devoted to radio’s role during World War
11, the Siege of Leningrad, or the ensuing Cold War.'? Other scholarship has addressed the
development of the radio play and other texts written specifically for, or adapted with an
ear to, radio."” Studies that explore radio’s importance to cultural and literary life in the
interwar period have largely been limited to the Anglo-American or German context."*
Sound media historian Aleksandr Sherel' has covered some of this ground in his wide-
ranging study of Soviet audio-culture, which discusses psychological and aesthetic factors
in the development of radio art and literary broadcasting."” But the most notable exception
is Stephen Lovell’s wide-ranging history of Soviet radio, which also documents interwar

cultural responses to broadcast, such as the development of speech norms and the

" For instance, T. M. Goriaeva, Radio Rossii: politicheskii kontrol' sovetskogo radioveshchaniia v
1920-1930-kh godakh. Dokumentirovannaia istoriia (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2000). A major source
for historians of Soviet radio is the excellent anthology of source materials “Velikaia kniga
dnia...”: radio v SSSR: Dokumenty i materialy, ed. T. M. Goriaeva (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2007).

12 See, for instance, James von Geldern, “Radio Moscow: The Voice from the Center,” in Culture
and Entertainment in Wartime Russia, ed. Richard Stites (Bloomington, IN: Indiana University
Press, 1995). About radio’s role in the Siege, see A. 1. Rubashkin, Golos Leningrada:
leningradskoe radio v dni blokady (Leningrad: Iskusstvo, 1980). For its significance during the
Cold War, see Anna S. Kolchina, Radio Svoboda kak literaturnyi proekt: sotsiokul'turnyi fenomen
zarubezhnogo radioveshchaniia (Moscow: Izdat. Dom Vysshei Shkoly Ekonomiki, 2014) as well
as Richard H. Cummings’ broad historical overview from a Western perspective in Cold War
radio: the dangerous history of American broadcasting in Europe, 1950-1989 (Jefterson, NC:
McFarland & Co, 2009).

13 See, for instance, Aleksandr Sherel', Tam, na nevidimykh podmostkakh... Radioiskusstvo:
problemy istorii i teorii, 1922-1941 (Moscow: Rossiiskii Institut Iskusstvoznaniia, 1993) and
“Radioveshchanie 1920-30-kh godov: k probleme vzaimnogo vliianiia nemetskoi i russkoi
audiokul'tur,” in Sovetskaia viast' i media, ed. Hans Guenther and Sabina Haensgen (St. Petersburg:
Akademicheskii proekt, 2006), 104-112. On the development of the documentary drama see E. A.
Bolotova, “Formirovanie zhanra dokumental'noi dramy v otechestvennom radioteatre (1928-1932
gg.),” Filologiia: nauchnye issledovaniia 4 (2013): 376-382.

" For two ground-breaking volumes of essays on this topic, see D. R. Cohen, M. Coyle and J.
Lewty, eds., Broadcasting Modernism (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2009) and
Matthew Feldman, Erik Tonning, and Henry Mead, eds., Broadcasting in the Modernist Era
(London: Bloomsbury, 2014).

15 Aleksandr Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka: istoriia, esteticheskie zakonomernosti, osobennosti
viiianiia na auditoriiu. Ocherki (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiia, 2004).



adaptation of literary texts to radio.'® For instance, Lovell notes that key representatives of
Socialist Realism, including Leonid Leonov, Marietta Shaginian, and Alexander
Serafimovich, achieved great popularity by presenting their works on the radio after
1934." Lovell’s superbly documented study traces the complex institutional and
ideological factors shaping early Soviet radio. Given this historical approach, however,
representations of broadcast in literary works of the 1920s and 1930s, as well as radio as a
source for new means of expression, are beyond the scope of his study. Jurij MuraSov, in
his work on radio and Socialist Realism, notes that Khlebnikov and Mayakovsky’s radio
fantasies are indicative of a struggle against the written text; his work does not extend to
poetic representations of sound engendered by the medium, or to the role of broadcast
within their larger body of writing.

By contrast, my dissertation argues that literature of the Soviet interwar period
reflects a pervasive fascination with radio and its sound as a popular theme or symbol, and,
more importantly, as a catalyst for linguistic and poetic innovation. My re-reading of three
key Russian modernist writers, Velimir Khlebnikov, Vladimir Mayakovsky, and Osip
Mandelstam, pinpoints the phonetic stimulus common to their diverse oeuvres in a shared
preoccupation with wireless communications and early Soviet radio. All three employ
stylized forms of “radiophonic” language—poetic expressions that self-consciously draw
their innovative, expressive potential from a comparison with electronically transmitted
speech and sounds. Even as they continue to write texts, they seek to figuratively transcend

the limits of written communication—its inwardness and comparative lack of expressive

' Stephen Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age: A History of Soviet Radio, 1919-1970 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2015).

17 See the brief overview of radio and literature in Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 87-93.



potential—by drawing on the greater immediacy, simultaneity, and omnipresence that
wireless sound offers.

This widespread fascination with radio speech and its manifold sounds led to a
broad rediscovery of poetry as an oral and aural medium. I argue that one tension that did
much to define Russian modernist poetry—that between language and aurality, or between
the word’s meaning and its sound—can be traced, in part, to radio as a new mediator of
language. This was especially true for writers of the Russian avant-garde. For instance, the
noisy electrified word, still fuzzy and static-laden in its early forms, complicated the
straightforward relationship between sign and signifier in a way germane to Khlebnikov’s
experiments with zaum, a trans-rational language that stretched the meaning of phonemes
well beyond any recognizable correspondences. Mayakovsky’s poetry after 1922, while
typically regarded as less experimental than his pre-Soviet writing, in fact created a written
literary idiom that needed to be heard to fully grasp its intonational complexity and its
calculated sonic affect. And the freely associative, densely sonorous texture of
Mandelstam’s “Voronezh Notebooks,” written during his political exile in the Soviet
province, is distinctly indebted to the poet’s engagement with radio.

One aim of my dissertation, then, is to show the specific ways in which the sonic
shape of Soviet poetry was defined by electronic sound media such as radio. But I also
want to show that radio’s significance in the interwar period transcended its use as a tool
for political education and ideological control. No doubt, as Tatiana Goriaeva documents,
the development of Soviet broadcast coincided with the expansion of Stalin’s totalitarian

power apparatus, which progressively eliminated alternative, more democratic and



experimental notions of broadcasting.'® But the rich metaphysical associations of the ether,
as well as radio’s peculiar sonic qualities, charged broadcast with an immense creative
appeal for writers of diverse political backgrounds. Khlebnikov stresses the continuity of
the radio word with his own poetic experiments, while largely eliding the medium’s
connotations of authoritarian control and instead folding it into his imaginative utopian
prose. Mayakovsky, who embraced the fusion of poetry and broadcast as a tool for
political agitation and was himself seen as the poetic mouthpiece of the Russian
Revolution, used this radiophonic poetics for more grandiose and egocentric forms of
literary self-fashioning, which decidedly contradicted the ideals of proletarian literature.
And Mandelstam, already a persona non grata to state functionaries and a literary outsider
by radio’s arrival, nevertheless fantasized about broadcast as a distribution system for his
suppressed literary output. Moreover, in his “Voronezh Notebooks” we can hear him
surreptitiously engaging Soviet authority in a radiophonic dialog and provocatively
infusing his resonant verse with soundbytes of Soviet discourse. In short, as I hope to
demonstrate, radio was more than a propaganda tool of the Soviet state; by extension, the

fascination with radio cut across existing political and aesthetic allegiances.

Early Radio in the Soviet Union (1917-1924)
How, and when, did radio come to Russia? As it did elsewhere, modern Soviet
broadcasting originated in wireless radiotelegraphy, a way of translating written texts into

audible Morse code signals that were transmitted by radio waves, received by headphones,

' See T. M. Goriaeva, Radio Rossii: politicheskii kontrol' sovetskogo radioveshchaniia v 1920-
1930-kh godakh. Dokumentirovannaia istoriia (Moscow: ROSSPEN, 2000). Stephen Lovell, too,
stresses that alternative uses of radio only developed in the post-war and post-Stalin era.



and re-transcribed by a radio station worker. The first workable transmitter and receiver set
was built by the Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi in 1895; by the early 1910s, the word
“radio” was largely used to refer to this method throughout Europe. In Russia, the military
engineer A. S. Popov successfully conducted a wireless broadcast of electromagnetic
waves over a distance of 250 meters in 1896, but the technology developed more slowly
than in the West and was generally limited to military and government uses.'”
Radiotelegraphy would later prove integral to the mythologized narrative of the October
Revolution: on October 25, 1917, Lenin’s appeal “To the citizens of Russia” (“K
grazhdanam Rossii”), which first proclaimed the overthrow of the Provisional Government
by the Bolshevik committee, was broadcast from the cruiser Aurora. The signal was
reportedly picked up not only by local radio stations, but also in Paris and other foreign
locations.*’

The need to develop Soviet radiotelephony and to use radio waves for transmitting
live speech, rather than written messages converted into Morse signals, was stressed by a
1918 decree by Lenin.?' This was seen as a particularly important step given the enduring
paper shortage after the war, which kept the print runs of even major newspapers such as

Pravda extremely low.? The effort to develop radiotelephony, assigned to M. A. Bonch-

Bruevich and V. M. Leshchinskii, two young researchers at the Nizhnyi Novgorod Radio

"% Because Popov presented a paper on registering electromagnetic waves in April 1895, he, rather
than Marconi, came to be viewed as the inventor of radio by Soviet and Russian scholarship. For a
compelling resolution of this perennial question that gives both inventors their proper due, see
Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 16-18.

%0 Although with a mandatory mythologizing slant, a detailed overview of other key radio
broadcasts during the Soviet revolutionary upheavals is given in V. I. Shamshur, Lenin i razvitie
radio (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo literatury po voprosam sviazi i radio, 1960), 19-33.

99

! “Tlonoxenue o pagnomaboparopuu ¢ Macrepekoit.” For the full text of the document, see
Shamshur, 104-105.

22 Shamshur, 107.



Laboratory, brought results the following year: in December 1919, the laboratory used an
experimental transmission unit to dispatch a radio telephone message from Nizhny
Novgorod to Moscow. By December 1920, after developing more powerful generator
lamps, the researchers transmitted spoken voice from the Khodyn radio station to a
receiving station near Berlin.”® This transmitter model was developed further and began to
be used for communication among receiving stations of the Narkompochtel' (Commissariat
for Post and Telegraph); Russia’s very first radio speaker was the radio technician I. S.
Khomich, who began to broadcast educational articles about radio to other station
operators.

Eager to turn radiotelephony from such a point-to-point communication system into
a mass medium, Lenin called for the development of radio stations throughout the country
in January 1921, demanding larger regional centers as well as a station for transatlantic
transmissions. The development of loudspeakers that could amplify a radio reception in a
public building or square was also an important goal. By May, Lenin impatiently
demanded ““an update from Bonch-Bruevich about the progress of his work on
manufacturing loudspeakers capable of transmitting to the broad masses that which is
being transmitted via the wireless telephone.” Lenin believed such efforts to be “of
exceptional importance to us in light of the fact that their success [...] would enormously

3924

benefit agitation and propaganda.””” But the construction of loudspeakers for group and

3 For an account of this experiment, see Shamshur, 120-121. Though such descriptions must be
taken with a grain of salt for exaggerating the Bolsheviks’ role in radio’s development, the
transmission was reportedly so clear that the Russian researcher listening in Germany could
identify the speakers in Moscow.

# Letterto V. S. Dovgalevskii dated May 11, 1922. In Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 54,
255. “npomty [...] or3piB bonu-BpyeBuya o Tom, kak uaeT ero paboTa Mo U3rOTOBICHUIO PYIIOPOB,
CITOCOOHBIX TIepeIaBaTh MUPOKUM MaccaM TO, YTO coobIaercs no 6ecnpoBOIOYHOMY TelehoHy.
Ot1u pabOTH UMEIOT JJIS1 HAC UCKIIOYUTENBHO BaXKHOE 3HAUCHUE BBULY TOTO, YTO UX YCIeX [...]

10



mass listening proved difficult; early prototypes, such as those used for a September 1921
broadcast experiment in Kazan, consisted of “outpost” [forpostnyi] magnetic telephone
receivers and funnel-shaped gramophone horns. Finally, the inventor A. F. Shorin devised
a combination of speakers and amplifiers suitable for concert halls and meetings, which
was first used in spring 1923, and in January 1924 he introduced a modified version for use
in public squares. By 1925, public loudspeakers were already permanent fixtures in places
such as Moscow’s Theatre Square and outside the House of the Unions.*> And, while less
frequent in rural regions, radio speakers were made available in factories, cafeterias,
workers’ clubs, and hospitals.

Two landmark dates in radio’s development in the Soviet Union were October 12
and November 23, 1924, when the Sokol'niki and Comintern radio stations began
broadcasting regularly scheduled programs.?® But the years 1921-24 saw numerous other
widely publicized experiments with public broadcasts. Newspaper articles were
successfully broadcast in Kazan using large megaphone-like horns and in June 1921 the
experiment was repeated in Moscow, where speakers were affixed to tram stops and kiosks
on at least six public squares.”’ The transmissions—information bulletins known as the
telegrams of ROSTA, or the Russian Telegraph Agency—were repeated each evening

starting on June 17, 1921 and served as the prototype of later regular radio programming.

npuHec Obl TPOMAIHYIO MOJIB3Y aruTallly U Ipomaraxjie.”
2 See, for instance, Prof. B. Lobach-Zhuchenko, “Poslednie dostizheniia nauki i tekhniki,” 193.

%6 The first broadcasts consisted of a lecture and technological information, and the first issue of the
so-called “radio newspaper” [radiogazeta] respectively.

7 A. Sherel', Tam, na nevidimykh podmostkakh... Radioiskusstvo: problemy istorii i teorii, 1922-
1941 (Moscow: Rossiiskii Institut Iskusstvoznaniia, 1993), 11: “pynops! ObUIH yCTaHOBIEHBI Ha
OankoHe 3manus MoccoBera, a 17 utons 1921 roxa nepemauun L{enTpanbHoit paguoreneoOHHOM
CTaHI[MH HAYaJd TPAHCIUPOBATHCS Yepe3 PYIHOPhI, YCTAHOBICHHBIC HA IISCTH IUIOIIAIX
Mocksbl.” For an account of the Kazan experiment, see Shamshur, 162-163.
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Even “radio-mobiles” could be seen driving around Moscow carrying frame antennas,
receivers, and cone-shaped speakers.”® On May 27 and 29, 1922, the Nizhnii Novgorod
Radio Laboratory, in conjunction with the local conservatory, broadcast the first ever radio
concerts, reportedly received at a distance of 3000 versts.”” And on September 15, 1922,
the newspaper Izvestiia announced a major radio concert including various performers,
which was broadcast on September 17 from the courtyard of the Central Radio Station in
Moscow and for which cone-shaped speakers were also placed on Moscow squares and on
the back of trucks. When the Comintern Radio Station Shabolovka in Moscow began
operating on November 7, 1922, it transmitted another concert to commemorate the five-
year anniversary of the Revolution, which was broadcast wirelessly on three public squares
in Moscow as well as a worker’s club. That same year also saw the construction of the
Shukhov radio tower, designed by the architect Vladimir Shukhov (1853—-1939), a striking
constructivist lattice cone that was enthusiastically received and that visually anchored
radio in the Moscow cityscape.*’

In mid-1924, Soviet citizens were given permission to freely own and operate radio
receivers, but required to register their set in exchange for a steep licensing fee. Steven

Lovell notes that by 1927, 115,896 radio sets were registered in the Soviet Union, the great

% Shamshur, 158.
¥ Shamshur, 155.

*® Shukhov’s original design was for a 350 meter construction taller than the Eiffel Tower, yet far
less expensive and material-intensive to build. He calculated that three such towers would be
sufficient to extend the Moscow station’s signal across the entire Soviet Union. Due to a lack of
resources, the tower was built to a height of 150 meters instead. After threats of demolition, the
tower is the subject of an ongoing preservationist campaign, which resulted in the decision to
preserve the tower in 2014. See, for instance, “Shukhovskaia bashnia na Oke poluchila status
federal'nogo pamiatnika,” Colta.ru, last modified December 2, 2014, http://www.colta.ru/
news/5620, and Ross Laurence Wolfe, “The politics of preservation: Shukhov radio tower in
Moscow, 1920-22,” The Charnel-House, last modified June 22, 2014, http://thecharnelhouse.org/
2014/06/22/the-politics-of-preservation-shukhov-radio-tower-in-moscow-1920-1922/.
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majority of them affordable crystal receivers, which simply consisted of a wire, a crystal
detector, and headphones; the rest were more expensive tube radios.”’ At least in the
1920s, private listening largely remained the domain of the large ham radio community,
which was supported by a multitude of amateur radio journals, such as Radioliubitel’
(Radio enthusiast, 1924) and Radio vsem (Radio for all, 1925). Karl Schldgel notes that we
can “speak of a regular movement of radio amateurs with their own associations, clubs and
magazines. In 1938 there were over 4,000 radio listening rooms that had been set up
especially for evening study and for listening to radio programmes communally. In
addition, there were countless radio centres in clubs, culture palaces, reading rooms,

. . . 9932
libraries, schools and sanatoria.”

The prolific movement of radio enthusiasts was never
completely outlawed—and, in fact, it proved a boon to the medium’s technological
improvement—but listening to radio remained largely a public and collective activity
throughout the 1920s and part of the 1930s. Given the Bolsheviks’ view of radio “as a

technologically extended branch of agitation,”**

private domestic listening would even be
regarded with a certain suspicion. Only in the 1930s did stand-alone radio sets with built-in
speakers become more affordable and thus an increasingly widespread fixture in more
privileged urban households. In this, the Soviet situation differs markedly from Weimar
Germany or the United States, for instance, where lamp and tube radios, with better sound

quality and a larger frequency radius than crystal radios, were already appearing in middle-

class homes by the mid to late 1920s.*

31 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 277.
32 Karl Schldgel, Moscow, 1937 (Cambridge: Polity, 2012), 219.
3 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 602.

** For an overview of how radio consumer technology developed in Weimar Germany, see Karl
Christian Fiihrer, “A Medium of Modernity? Broadcasting in Weimar Germany, 1923-1932,” The
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Another distinguishing feature of Soviet radio was the result of economical,
technological, as well as censorship concerns: from 1925 onward, broadcasting developed
chiefly via a system of cables, rather than wireless transmissions through the ether.
Compared to crystal and tube receivers, it was both cheaper and easier to maintain the so-
called “radio point” [radiotochka], a standard wired radio receiver built both into public
spaces, and increasingly also into many private apartments. Crucially, instead of allowing
listeners to freely select a station, the radiotochka was “fed” content by regional
distribution stations.> It is a strange irony of Soviet radio that the medium’s romantic, and
even utopian, connotations—which were based on the unhindered dispersal of radio waves
in the air, rather than by means of wires—was curtailed so early by executive decision. In a
recent article, Vladimir Khazan has forcefully captured this deformation of the radio
dream, stressing the restrictive qualities of wire radio: “the socialist paradise was thus
fenced-in with wires not just along the perimeter of its borders on the ground, but also
along its aerial borders, creating a hermetic autarchy noteworthy in its own way, which
was firmly defended from any kind of external interference and influence.”*®
Throughout the 1920s, broadcasts still occurred sporadically, requiring listeners to

tune in—or at least turn on—at previously announced times; its contents also varied among

various stations. As Steven Lovell notes, it was not until 1929 that the Moscow Comintern

Journal of Modern History 69 (1997): 731-753.

3% See Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 34. Lovell notes that in the Voronezh region alone,
radiotochki had been installed in 64.000 apartments by 1934. James von Geldern argues that the
technological improvements were, in fact, negligible and that the transition to wire-fed transmitters
was largely to defend against domestic and foreign counter-propaganda broadcasts.

3% V1adimir Khazan, “Tele-radiovlast' i literatura. Zametki k teme,” Russian Literature 2 (2007),
180. “CoumanuctTuieckuii paid, TakuM 006pa3om, okazascsi OOHECEHHBIM MPOBOJOKON HE TOJHKO 10
MEPUMETPY 3€MHBIX, HO U BO3AYIIHBIX TPAaHUII, CO3/IaB 3aMEUYaTeIbHYIO0 B CBOEM POJIe
repMETHYECKYI0 aBTAPKHUIO, HAJICHKHO 3alIUIIEHHYIO OT JH000r0 BHEIIHETO JIOMOraTelIbCTBa U
BIUSIHUA.”
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station began to broadcast from 6 a.m. to midnight daily. The early 1930s saw the
consolidation of radio schedules Union-wide, in terms of both sending times and content:
regional broadcast stations were required to transmit a portion of the Moscow broadcasts.”’
Although Soviet radio was affected by technological shortcomings well into the post-war
years, by the early to mid-1930s, it was already a far less ephemeral phenomenon and
began to command a truly nation-wide audience. On the one hand, this was a function of
increased availability of receivers: from the privately owned sets of the urban middle-class,
to the crystal detectors of the amateur radio community, and the many opportunities for
listening provided to provincial and rural citizens, both in the form of public speakers and
affordable radiotochki.*® It was also, however, the result of greatly diversified
programming, which now included not only spoken news, but also speeches, workers’
meetings, and public disputes, musical and theatrical programming, and radio plays, as
well as open air broadcasts during public parades, such as May Day celebrations.
Increasingly, radio was also able to broadcast live reports from sporting events, explorers’
expeditions, or important industrial sites.

I1f and Petrov’s satirical novels The Twelve Chairs (Dvenadtsat' stul'ev, 1928) and
The Golden Calf (Zolotoi telenok, 1931) capture radio’s increasing ubiquity and its
psychological impact on the Soviet listener. For instance, they portray the involuntary
sonic “irrigation” effect achieved by strategically placing radio speakers where citizens
were bound to wait and listen: “Violin music resounded from the beer halls, little

restaurants and the ‘Great Silent’ cinema. A loudspeaker was angrily going on at the tram

37 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 79.

* Karl Schlogel claims that by 1938, there were over 20 million radios in the Soviet Union. See
Schlogel, 219.
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stop” (“13 muBHBIX, peCTOPAaHYMKOB U KMHO ‘Benukuit Hemoil’ Hecnach cTpyHHas My3bIKa.

37).39

VY TpaMBaifHOM OCTaHOBKH rOPSYUIICS TPOMKOTOBOPUTEIb In a different scene, set at a

provincial home for the elderly, radio intrudes into a domestic setting with its strikingly

sub-par sound quality and muddled messages:*’

At that moment the wards’ conversation was interrupted by what sounded like a
horn blowing its nose. It even drowned out the ever-continuing song of the fire
extinguisher. Then a bovine voice began, “... vention...”

The old ladies hunched over and did not turn toward the cabinet loudspeaker
standing on the washed parquetry in the corner, instead continuing to eat and
hoping to let this cup pass from them. But the loudspeaker energetically continued,
“evrokrrakkhhhh in light of ... able invention. A railway technician of the
Murmansk railroad, Comrade Sokutskii — Samara, Oryol, Kleopatra, Ustin'ia,
Tsaritsyn, Klementii, Ifigeniia, York, — So-kuts-kii...”

The horn wheezily inhaled a great draft of air and revived the program in its
nasal, stopped-up voice: “... invented a system of light signals for snowplows. The
invention was approved by Transinvimp — Terenty, Raymond, Amur...”

The old ladies glided off to their rooms like little gray ducks. The loudspeaker,
hopping up and down from its own might, raged on in the empty room: “And now
you’ll hear some Novgorod chastushki...”

Far, far away, in the very center of the earth, somebody strummed once on a
balalaika, and a black-earth Battistini started singing:

On the walls the bedbugs sit
Squinting at the sun so bright,

They saw the tax man coming round
And kicked the bucket that same night.

These chastushki excited furious activity in the center of the earth. A terrible
roaring could be heard in the speaker. It was either thunderous applause or the
eruption of underground volcanoes.*'

B 3Ty MUHYTY pa3roBop BOCIIUTaHHHMII OBbLI TPEPBaH TPYOHBIM CMOPKAHBEM,
3aryHIMBIIMM JJaK€ BCE TPOIOJDKAOIIEECs TICHUE OTHETYIIUTEINS B KOPHIOPE, U
KOPOBHH T'0OJIOC HAYa:

— ... Opetenue...

¥ l'ia II'f and Evgenii Petrov, Dvenadtsat' stul'ev, in Sobranie sochinenii v piati tomakh, vol. 1,
284.

* The Starsobes, short for Stargorod Social Security Administration, located in the fictional city of
Stargorod, which is based on Starobel'sk near Lugansk, Ukraine.

' Tlya IIf and Evgeny Petrov, The Twelve Chairs, trans. Anne O. Fisher (Evanston, IL:
Northwestern University Press, 2011), 96-97.
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Crapyxu, IpUTHYBIIUCH U HE 000paYMBasACh Ha CTOSBILIUI B yIiIy HA MBITOM
[IapKETE TPOMKOTOBOPUTED, IPOIOJIKAIINA €CTh, HAJEACh, UTO UX MUHET Yallla CHsl.
Ho rpomkoroBoputens 60Apo MpoaoKall:

— EBoKpppaxxxx Buayco0... ieHHoe u3o0perenue. JlopoxkHblil MacTep
MypmMmaHcko xene3Hoi noporu Topapunl Coxkyukuii, — Camapa, Open,
Kneonarpa, Ycrunss, LHapunsn, Knementnii, Udurenus, ﬁopK, — Co-Kyl-KHi...

Tpy0Oa ¢ xpunoM BTsHYyJIa B ce0s BO3AYX U HACMOPOUYHBIM T'0JIOCOM
BO300HOBMJIA IIEpeavy:

— ... U300peI1 CBETOBYIO CUTHAIM3AIMI0 Ha CHETOOUHCTHTENX. M300peTeHue
onobpeno lopusynom, [lapes, Onera, Paiimonz...

CrapyIky cepbIMH YTUIIAMH MOTIJIBUIM B CBOM KOMHATHL. Tpy0a, moanpeirusas
OT COOCTBEHHOW MOIIH, IpooKana OyieBaTh B IyCTOM KOMHATe:

— ... A Tenepp NpocCIyIIaiTe HOBTOPOACKUE YACTYILIKH. .

Jlanexo, nanexko, B caMOM LIEHTPE 3€MJIU, KTO-TO TPOHYJI OananaeyHble CTPYHBI,
U 4epHO3eMHBbIN barTucTiHM 3anei:

Ha crene kionsl cuaenu
U Ha comnHIle U1y pUITUCH,
@OUHUHCTIEKTOPA y3penu —
Cpasy OKO9ypHIIHCh...

B nienTpe 3emiu 3TH YacTyIIKH BbI3BAIM OYPHYIO I€ATEIbHOCTh. B TpyOe
MOCTIBIIIAJICS CTPALIHBIN pOoKOT. He To 3T0 ObLIM IpOMOBBIE allJIONUCMEHTBI, HE TO

42
Hadalln pa6OTaTL IMOA3CMHBIC BYJIKAHBI.

This scene is instructive both as a demonstration of radio’s omnipresence by the

late 1920s, and for the authors’ attention to radio’s specific sound and its effect on the

spoken word. The first half of the broadcast, which scares off the listeners with its grating

sound quality, concerns a new invention, whose specifics are garbled by a similarly

“sensational” invention, the radio. Comprehension is also impeded by the presence of

extraneous sounds and distortions, which ironically require using names to spell out, letter

by letter, other proper names: “Comrade Sokutskii — Samara, Oryol, Kleopatra, Ustin'ia,

Tsaritsyn, Klementii, Ifigeniia, York, — So-kuts-kii....

3 Here the medium’s technological

peculiarities in fact make oral speech more cumbersome and prone to misunderstanding,

“211'f and Petrov, Dvenadtsat’ stul'ev, 84-85.
* Ibid., 84.
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rather than facilitating instantaneous comprehension. And the eclecticism of the words
adduced to spell the character’s name are a sarcastic jab at the confusingly heterogeneous
makeup of radio programming (the use of foreign and Tsarist-era names reflects a frequent
criticism, according to which Soviet radio relied too heavily on bourgeois art forms that
were alien to its peasant listenership).**

[1f and Petrov anthropomorphize the loudspeaker as a laughably inept public
speaker eagerly jumping up and down and clearing his throat. This is a frequent device in
[1f and Petrov’s satirical treatment of sound media, which are often contrasted to their pre-
technological predecessors—an orator might be compared to a loudspeaker or a written
document to a telegraph pole. The citation of the novoiaz-infused “Novgorodian
chastushki,” finally, underscores the conflicting tastes of different kinds of listeners, such
as rural farmers and the urban intelligentsia: in response to complaints by peasant
representatives that West European classical music was of little interest to the Soviet
listener, attempts were made in the late 1920s to adjust programming accordingly.*

The communal apartment (kommunalka), another increasingly important topos of
Soviet culture, was also affected by radio’s presence. In Valentin Kataev’s 1933 play
“Road of Flowers” (“Doroga tsvetov”), broadcast’s role ranges from an unsettling
revolutionary nuisance to a fully assimilated prop of a petty bourgeois lifestyle. A tirade by
the tight-fisted, retrograde character Zav'ialov, who bemoans the loss of his personal

freedom, is suddenly interrupted by a broadcast of the May Day Parade, and the

“ For some examples, see Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 66-67.

* As late as 1936, a well-known Stakhanovite complained that “many of our radio programs are
intended for those who finished the seven-year education [semiletka]. They should say less and
more clearly” (“MHorHe HaIlIK MepeaavYy pacCYMTAaHbI Ha TeX, KTO KOHYMJI 110 KpaiHel Mepe
cemmiieTky. Kopoue Hamo roBoputh na npouie”). Aleksandr Busygin, “Stakhanovtsy o
radioveshchanii,” in Velikaia kniga dnia, 741.
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outpouring of revolutionary fervor seems unstoppable: “Who permitted you, my dear sir,
to put a radio in someone else’s living space? I do not wish to hear this abomination. I have
already had enough with the papers! [...] Zav'ialov tries to silence the loudspeaker with a
pillow. Silence! The radio doesn’t quiet down.” (“KTo BaMm pa3pemn, MUJIOCTUBBIN
rocyJapb, CTaBUTh Ha 4y>KOH KWIIUIOMAAN paano? S He jKenaro ClIylaTh 3Ty MEp30CTb.
JloBonbHO ¢ MeHs rasert! [...] 3asvanoe noimaemcs 3amKHYyms 2pOMKO2080pUmMend
nodywioti. Momaats! Paduo ne ynumaemes™).*® Besides violating traditional notions of
privacy and discretion with its sonic pervasiveness, leading Zav'ialov to despair, radio is
also utilized in a banal way that suggests its utter triviality. In the play’s final scene, the
radio is turned on to drown out the sounds of two lovers in the communal apartment,
masking the love act with kitschy “tender music”: “Only I beg you, don’t kiss so loudly.
Turn on the radio! Olia turns on the radio. Tender music. The curtain falls” (“Tonbko
YMOJISAI0, He LieTyHTech Tak rpoMko. Bxitounrte paguo! Ona exniouaem paouo. Heowcnas
MY3bIKA. 3anasec”).”’

Kataev’s flippant treatment of the medium contrasts with more serious concerns
expressed by other writers about radio’s invasive properties. The poet Mikhail Kuzmin’s
1934 diary, written during a prolonged lung illness that restricted him to his room in a
communal apartment,*® describes his neighbor’s radio both as a welcome source of
distraction and comfort, and as a disruptive nuisance, a hovering and even threatening

presence: “There was a muddled mess in the morning, they were fixing the bathtub, some

% Valentin Kataev, Sobranie sochinenii v desiati tomakh, vol. 9 (Moscow: Khudozhestvennaia
literatura, 1986), 315.

" Ibid., 317.

* For more on the circumstances of the 1934 diary’s creation, see Gleb Morev’s introduction in
Kuzmin, Drevnik 1934 goda, 19-20.
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drunk peasants from the kolkhoz were screaming on the radio, whose muzzle faces our
door [...] an unbelievable mess. I even got upset and told the Shpital'niks to turn their
radio the other way. They turned it off completely” (“’YTpom ObL1 Kakoii-TO KaBapaax,
YUHUIY BaHHY, OpAJId B Paf0, MOCTaBICHHBI MOP/OIO K HaIlIeH IBEpH, KAKHE-TO
KOJIXO3HBIE MbSTHBIE MYXKHKH [ ...| BOOOIIE KaBap/iaKk HEBEPOATHBIN. S naske paccTpomics u
ckazan ImuTagsHIKaM, 9TOGB OHI OTBEPHYIIH CBOH paauo. Onu coBceM 3akpbutn”).*’
Radio interrupts Kuzmin’s thought processes, seems resonant with hints of violence, and
sharply jars against the classicist aesthete’s sensibilities: “Radio is shouting terribly,
especially when broadcasting those meaningless montages” (“Y>kacHo opeT panuo,
0COBEHHO, KOTr/Ia KaKue-HuOY b 6ECCMBICTEHHbIE MOHTAXK ).

Vladislav Khodasevich, a writer skeptically predisposed toward all forms of
technology, even drew a vivid parallel between the pervasive omnipresence of radio waves
and a loss of control over both body and self. His poem “Weakened I rise from my bed”
(“Vstaiu rasslablennyi s posteli,” 1923), written shortly after emigrating to Berlin, depicts
radio sound as invisible waves that violate both the organism and the soul: “Weakened I
rise from my bed. / It was not God with whom I fought last night —/ But the rays of prickly

radios / that secretly flew through me” (“Bctato paccinabnennstit ¢ moctenu. / He ¢ borom

“ Ibid., 123.

% Ibid., 122. The word “montage” is curious, as it suggests that creative juxtapositions of voices,
noises, and sounds continued to be a staple of Soviet radio even in regular news broadcasts, and
after the more expressly experimental radio broadcasts became disparaged as excessively
“formalist” in 1934. Kuzmin uses the word to describe radio elsewhere, too, bemoaning
“montages” as a particularly Soviet phenomenon and presumably contrasting them to the calmer
speech patterns of foreign news speakers or the greater proportion of classical music in the ether:
“Uro y Hac B paano 6e300pa3Hble MOHTaXH, TaK 3TO YK€ KU3Hb Hallla Takasi, HO MOXKHO B3STh
Jlonpon, [Mapmx, Ctokroasm.” Kuzmin, 133.
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outcs st B Hour — / Ho Taitio ckBo3b Mens netenu / Komounx paauo nyun”).”' In a similar
vein, short stories by both Boris Pilniak and Andrei Platonov suggest that radio creates a
harmful and demoralizing omniscience, a sudden virtual awareness of a better life in the
distance that could lead to depression and psychological stress.™

By the early 1930s, radio gained other, more overtly threatening connotations, as
broadcast began to reflect the country’s increasingly polarized political climate.
Censorship took a far greater interest in everything from the content of programs, to the
manner of presentation and even pronunciation, as they sought to avoid deviations from
the party line; speakers could be removed from service for the slightest mistakes.” Stalin
spoke on radio only sporadically, but oratorically skilled members of the upper party
echelons, such as Kirov and Kalinin, could be heard frequently by the late 1920s.>* As both
Steven Lovell and Karl Schldgel suggest, the increasing audibility of these voices
pressured intellectuals or former émigrés who were once skeptically predisposed to the
Soviet state to view broadcast as a “kind of interlocutor, a partner in the process of self-

9955

clarification and integration in the nation as a whole””” in an attempt to achieve some form

*! Vladislav Khodasevich, Stikhotvoreniia (St. Petersburg: Akademicheskii proekt, 2001), 137.

>2 See Boris Pilniak’s early short stories “The Unborn Tale” (“Nerozhdennaia povest',” 1925) and
“The Telegraph Station Master” (“Telegrafnyi smotritel',” 1926), in Prostye rasskazy. Sobranie
sochinenii, tom V (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1930). Andrei Platonov’s lengthiest and
perhaps most insightful meditation on radio is found in “Among the Animals and Plants” (“Sredi
zhivotnykh i rastenii,” 1936), in Schastlivaia Moskva: ocherki i rasskazy 1930-kh godov (Moscow:
Vremia, 2010).

33 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 39.

> 1bid., 102-104. How often—and, indeed, whether at all—Stalin spoke on the radio in the 1920s
has not been documented. His speech at the Seventeenth Party Congress was transmitted and he
held speeches at the Eighth Congress of Soviets, for instance, but Lovell notes that he “increasingly
ceded his place at the microphone to Iurii Levitan” after 1934 (Ibid., 103).

> Schlbgel, 227.
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of “communion with the Soviet people and its leadership.”*®

Ralph Dutli, in his biography
of Mandelstam, notes that even the show trials of 1936 and 1937 were heavily publicized
using broadcast and could be followed “right on the streets: they were transmitted through
loudspeakers. The voice of the prosecutor, Vyshinsky, thundered through the ether. New
trials in preparation were being announced. The era of the sadly infamous ‘purges’

9957

began.””’ Mandelstam’s poem “The apartment is silent as paper” (“Kvartira tikha, kak
bumaga,” 1934), which is set in his final Moscow residence before his exile, a communal
apartment equipped with a wire radio, reflects fears associated with hearing political
speeches on the radio: “And instead of the spring of Hippocrene / A stream of domestic
fear / Will break through the slipshod walls / of this evil Moscow domicile” (“U1 BmecTo
kiroua Mnokpenst / JlaBHuIIHero crpaxa crpys / BopBeTcs B XantypHble CTEHBI /

58
MOCKOBCKOTO 3710T0 JKHIIBS ).

The poetic act is here seen as irreconcilable with the
Kremlin’s propaganda speeches. And yet, as I show in Chapter 3, in Mandelstam’s

“Voronezh Notebooks” this relationship between poetic sound and Soviet radio noise is

represented in more productive and mutually contingent ways.

36 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 69.

*7 Ralph Dutli, Vek moi, zver' moi.” Osip Mandel'shtam. Biografiia (St. Petersburg:
Akademicheskii proekt, 2005), 307. “IlocneaHrue HOBOCTH MOKHO OBLIO CIIBIIIATEH MPSIMO Ha
yIIUIle: OHU TPAHCIMPOBAINCH Yepe3 TPOMKOTOBOpuTeH. B adupe rpemern roioc npokypopa
Beimuackoro. Beuto 06bSIBICHO 0 TOTOBSIIIUXCS HOBBIX Mpotieccax. Hauanack amoxa mevaibHO
n3BectHbIx ‘uucToK’.” Citing Nadezhda Mandelstam’s memoirs, Dutli adds that the Mandelstams
listened to the first show trial on August 19, 1936, the infamous “Trial of the Sixteen.” The fact
that the show trials were indeed broadcast on live radio as well as recorded on film is also
suggested in Sheila Fitzpatrick’s study of everyday Soviet urban life in the 1930s, Everyday
Stalinism: Ordinary Life in Extraordinary Times (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 203.

¥ Osip Mandel'shtam, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v trekh tomakh, edited by A. G. Mets
(Moscow: Progress-Pleiada, 2009), vol. 1, 182-183. Boris Miagchev suggests that Mandelstam was
specifically reacting to announcements of the upcoming Soviet Writers Congress in 1934. See
“Osip Mandel'shtam — radioslushatel',” Teleradio EFIR: vsesoiuznyi ezhemesiachnyi zhurnal 1
(1991): 26-27.
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The Search for Soviet Radio Art (1924-1934)

A wide variety of radio sounds might have invaded Mandelstam’s quiet apartment
in 1934. Indeed, the medium’s appeal to early Soviet listeners was based not only on its
formal characteristics—such as the mysterious, emotionally charged radio voice with its
effect of simultaneity and omnipresence—but equally on the various formats, genres, and
styles that broadcast inspired. From the early to the late 1920s, Soviet radio primarily
amplified existing forms of communication, including official speeches, appeals, and
above all printed texts. The words generally used to refer to the first regularly scheduled
programs—the ROSTA radio newspaper [radiogazeta) or radio press [radiopechat'|—
reveal that the first broadcasts were seen mainly as replicating the printed news on air. In a
letter to the pioneering Soviet radio engineer Mikhail Bonch-Bruevich, Lenin himself
famously referred to radio as “a newspaper without paper and distance.”> And as Steven
Lovell puts it in his overview of Soviet broadcasting genres, “[t]he very term radiogazeta
[...] suggested that radio speech still had an indeterminate, not to say parasitic, status. It
was part-newspaper, part-agitation, but not yet anything in its own right. In the 1920s it
was still unclear what the special qualities of the medium might be.”*

The authorities viewed broadcast as an extension of print culture, but writers and
producers soon began to draw vivid distinctions between print media and non-literary,

performative ways of informing Soviet listeners. The “The Blue Blouse” (“Siniaia bluza™)

was the first professional organization of so-called “oral newspapers” [ustnaia gazetal—its

% Letter to M. Bonch-Bruevich dated February 5, 1920. In Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol.
51, 130. “T'a3era 6e3 Oymaru u ‘6e3 paccTosiHUs , KOTOPYIO Bbl co3naere, OyieT BETUKUM JeI0M.”

60 Stephen Lovell, “Broadcasting Bolshevik: The Radio Voice of Soviet Culture, 1920s-1950s,”
Journal of Contemporary History 48 (2013): 83.
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members toured the Soviet Union, performing agitational montages of political news
reports live. As the organizers note in their first collection of texts intended for such
informative theatre, “[t]he material that stares at us with immoveable, dead lines from the
pages of the daily press or a factory wall newspaper—comes to life in the ‘number’ of the
live newspaper in the living human word, in the participants’ dialogs, and in live staged
actions.” The work of “The Blue Blouse” would, in fact, guide the first attempts to
prepare truly “radiogenic” literary and journalistic material, conceived not by analogy to
printed texts, but to pure orality.

Despite this early interest in maximizing radio’s distinctly oral potential, by the late
1920s the “dryness” and lack of emotional urgency of Soviet radio news were a widely
acknowledged problem and prompted criticism by average listeners, as well as by high-
ranking figures such as Gorky and Lunacharsky.®> Some writers and critics, including the
formalist Viktor Shklovsky, expressed frustration that broadcast had failed to maximize its
potential as a truly oral medium:

One of radio’s tasks is to overcome written language. Radio only restores real
speech. We must liberate the word from its graphic form! After all, the grammar

and syntax that are created in speech are arbitrary. They do not exist in live speech.
In live speech, we have a dialog and a dialog with a nonexistent phrase, which is

8! Siniaia bluza: zhivaia universal'naia gazeta kul'totdela MGSPS, vypusk pervyi (Moscow:
Izdatel'stvo MGSPS “Trud i kniga”, 1924). “ToT maTepuan, KOTOPBIA HETOABUKHBIMH, MEPTBBIMU
CTPOKaMU CMOTPUT HA HAC CO CTPAHUI] €KEeTHEBHOM MpeCcChl UM 3aBOJACKON CTEHHOU ra3eThl — B
‘HOMepe’ KHUBOW T'a3eThl 0)KUBACT B )KMBOM YEJIOBEYECKOM CJIOBE, B IMAIOTIaX YYaCTHUKOB, B
SKUBOM CLIEHUYECKOM JeiicTBUN.”

52 For instance, in his “Theses on Radio Art” (“Tezisy po radioiskusstvu”) the first Soviet
Commissar of Education, Anatoly Lunacharsky, expresses support for an innovative, non-
derivative radio art form: “in order for this art form to become effective it must [...] create its own
devices and methods, based on the specific conditions of invisible perceptions and creative
emotions that have been transformed by mechanic transmission” (“mjst Toro, 4To0bI 312 hopma
HCKycCTBa OblIa IEHCTBEHHON, HY>KHO, YTOOBI OHA [...] co3/1ana CBOM MPUEMBI K METOMBI,
OCHOBaHHbBIC Ha CIIEU(PUICSCKUX YCIOBUAX HEBUIUMbBIX BOCIPUATHI U TPaHC(HOPMUPOBAHHBIX
MEXaHUYEeCKOW nepesaueii Xyn0KecTBeHHbIX aMonmii”). Archival document, cited in Mstislav
Mikriukov, “Radioteatr — iskusstvo,” Teatr: zhurnal o teatre 12 (1964): 44.
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based on intonation. But we use those dead, grag)hic, literary phrases. It seems to
me that on radio the key goal is to quit reading.”’

Ridiculing “graphocentric” expressions such as “To which I will return below” (“O6 sTom
g ckaxy Hwke”), Shklovsky calls upon broadcasters and radio producers to approach the
medium strictly on its own terms, rather than declaiming printed texts. Shklovsky even
suggests that radio should approximate the experience of pre-literate orality, rather than a
secondary orality based on the amplification of printed texts.

It became increasingly clear that if radio wanted to shape Soviet sensibilities and
establish itself as more than a technological curiosity, programming would have to evolve
drastically, and the period of the late 1920s through 1934—after which experiments with
radio art were officially condemned as a “formalist” preoccupation—saw numerous
attempts at diversifying the content and genre of broadcasts. The full extent of this
experimental period is difficult to document, given the scarcity of archival sources, such as
scripts, transcripts, and actual sound recordings.®* The short-lived and little-known journal
Radio-Decade (Radio-Dekada) is one of the few sources for what a “true” radio art,

different from ad-hoc adaptations of literary works or newspaper articles, might have

& Velikaia kniga dnia, 711. “...npeomoneHne NMCbMEHHON peun — 3TO OJHA U3 3a]1a4 paauo. Paguo
TOJIBKO BOCCTAHABIIMBAET HACTOSIIYIO peub. HyxHO ocBoOOANTH ciioBo OT rpaduku! Benpb Ta
rpaMMaTHKa, TOT CHHTaKCHC, KOTOPBIE CO3/IJaHbl B PEYH — 3TO YCIOBHOCTh. B kUBOM peun ee He
CyILIECTBYET. B jkMBOIi peun cymiecTByeT AUAJIOT U JUAJIOT ¢ HecyllecTByIomel (pa3oil, koTopas
JIEP)KUTCS Ha HHTOHALMK. A MBI IMOJIb3yEMCS BOT 3TUMH MEPTBBIMH, IPaQUICCKUMHU,
nuTepatypHeIMU (ppazamu. MHE KaXKeTCs, 9TO Ha paJuo OCHOBHOM 3a/1aueit SIBIsieTCs — OpOCUTh
YHUTATh.”

% One of the reasons is that early broadcasts up to 1927, especially those of a literary character,
were not documented or even necessarily prepared on paper. Only after 1927 were all broadcasts to
be submitted to review by Glavlit, which would then archive them as well. The bulk of this archive
was destroyed in 1941 during a poorly supervised attempt to evacuate the Radio Committee’s
archive after the outbreak of WWII. The existing sound recordings suffered a similar fate,
following the issue of a decree in 1938, which called for the destruction of “ideologically
unsuitable” sound documents by the Radio Committee. The earliest transcript of a live-broadcast
program in the archive thus dates to September 1941. See Goriaeva, Velikaia kniga dnia, 15-20.
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sounded like.®® Radio-Decade aimed to “publish experimental radio compositions,

66 Its stated goal was

tonoramas, radio-essays, radio-circus, and the scores of mass songs.
to overcome the perception of radio art as a temporary or unworthy substitute for
traditional literary writing: “Radio should cease to be a courtyard for passers-by
[perekhodnoi dvor]. Radio art is not a random activity [...] Down with the passers-by:
creative work in radio is a profession, not a coincidence.”®’

Until the mid-1930s, the full potential of radio sound was explored in a broadcast
genre called “radio film,” a term introduced by Aleksandr Afinogenov to describe
something more radical than a simple scripted dialogue, because “time and action were

%8 The term

dynamic and compressed in a way that conventional theatre did not permit.
was widely used to characterize the heterogeneous radio scripts written in the late 1920s
and 1930s.%° This genre sought to explore the full creative, emotional, and intellectual
potential of a montage of acousmatic sounds—sounds whose visible origin is obscured.”

A key example of Soviet radio’s openness to experimental radio formats was the

adaptation of a radio play by the German Expressionist writer and activist Ernst Toller,

% Four numbers are recorded (1931), at the Russian National Library and the A. S. Popov Central
Museum of Communications (Muzei sviazi) in St. Petersburg.

66 .
Radio-Dekada 1 (1931): 1. “B ‘Paauno-/lekane’ momemaroTcs 3KCIIEPUMEHTAIbHBIC
PaIHOKOMITO3HIIMH, TOHOPAMBI, paAHO-0UYePKH, PaIUO-IIMPK, 3CTPaaa, HOTHl MAaCCOBBIX MECEH...”

67 11 .
Ibid. “Pagmno qomxHO mepecTaTh ObITh MEPEXOIHBIM IBOPOM. PamnonckyccTBo — He ciiydaiiHOe
3aHsATHE [...] Jloa0# MpOoX0XKKX: TBOpUYecKas paboTa Ha paano — nmpodeccus, a He CIIyIalHOCTh.”

68 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 83.

% See also the essay on the “radio film” by Mark Aronson, a student of the Formalist critic Boris
Eikhenbaum, which is based on his own first-hand experience working at the Leningrad Radio
Station: “Radiofilme,” Slavische Rundschau, 1 (1929): 539-542. Like Shklovsky, Aronson stresses
the need to overcome written language and a visual orientation in the new radio art.

™ For a full study of acousmatic sound—which draws attention to the sound object itself by
separating sound from a visible speaker, musical instrument, or other source, and thereby also
endows sound with a far greater emotional force—see Brian Kane, Sound Unseen: Acousmatic
Sound in Theory and Practice (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2014).
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entitled “Berlin — latest news!” (“Berlin — letzte Ausgabe!”; or “Novosti Berlina”). Written
specifically for the radio and produced for the first time on December 4, 1930 by Erwin
Piscator, the play evokes the experience of a man reading a newspaper, but it fully utilizes
the imaginative potential of sound. Each news item was conveyed through a small tonal
collage combining “found” sounds, such as the noises of various cities captured on
gramophone disks, with spoken information. The play was adapted for Soviet radio by the
famous early radio play director, N. O. Volkonskii, who likewise accorded equal
importance to the spoken word and sounds. Even though the technical possibilities in
Moscow were far smaller than in Berlin of the late 1920s, the Soviet sound engineers
utilized all available means to create a sound montage incorporating both specially
produced studio sound, found sound recorded “on site,” and existing sound documents,
such as music and voice recordings.”'

Due to this innovativeness, the adaptation was met with great acclaim, including by
Viktor Shklovsky, who considered it a true achievement in line with the demands made in
his above-cited essay.”> Importantly, Shklovsky brings criteria that are central to the
formalist method—such as the use of sound not as an emotional emphasis or illustration,
but as a poetic device—to his analysis of radio broadcasts, suggesting the medium’s
particular salience to the formalist method.” Aleksandr Sherel' highlights the fact that such

plays truly attempted to maximize radio’s potential as a sound medium and, unlike the

I See Sherel', “Radioveshchanie 1920-30-kh godov,” 109.
7 Ibid., 107.

7 This aspect is well worth further inquiry. Numerous members considered close to this school of
literary criticism, such as Boris Eikhenbaum and Osip Brik, showed a particular sensitivity to the
role of sound in literary styles. See, for instance, Eikhenbaum, Melodika russkogo liricheskogo
stikha (Petrograd: Opoiaz, 1922) and Brik, “Zvukovye povtory,” in Shorniki po teorii
poeticheskogo iazyka 11 (Petrograd, 1917), 24-62. See also footnote 69 about Mark Aronson.
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radiogazety, showed both the potential and the difficulties involved in blind, or so-called
acousmatic, listening. Their collage nature sensitized listeners to transitions between
different sounds, voices, and intonations and highlighted the evocative and versatile nature
of pure sound. With their heterogeneity, they also blurred the generic boundaries of printed
literary texts.”* Sherel' also suggests that such sound montages introduced an element of
ambiguity not contained in the established “radio news”: the main character of “Berlin —
latest news!” read out loud the newspaper and also expressed his personal attitude toward
the events described, “not through additional verbal commentary, but through his personal
reception, as expressed in his intonation, in timbral and emotional valuations.””” These
new emotional possibilities also posed new problems. While the play of sounds was key to
making official broadcasts more dramatic and allowing listeners to engage with them more
fully, it also harbored the danger of deviations from the official party line through the
ambiguity it offered. This, along with its foregrounding of aesthetic form, was one of the
reasons why such radio art was disparaged after the Writer’s Congress of 1934.”°

Thus, while Soviet officials largely treated radio as an extension of print culture

that would bring literacy to the masses, various writers in the 1920s and early 1930s

™ See, for example, E. A. Bolotova, “Formirovanie zhanra dokumental'noi dramy v
otechestvennom radioteatre (1928-1932 gg.),” Filologiia: nauchnye issledovaniia 4 (2013): 376-
382. Bolotova gives a good account of how early radio dramas, or radiofil'my, responded to daily
news by combining original writing with documentary material, such as newspaper clips or actual
sound recordings.

7 Sherel', “Radioveshchanie 1920-30-kh godov,” 108. “I'epoii ‘HoBocreit bepiuma’ [...] umeer
BO3MOXXHOCTB BBIPA3HUTh CBOE OTHOILIEHUE — pa3yMeeTCs, He IOTIOJIHUTEBHBIM CJIOBECHBIM
KOMMEHTapHUeEM, HO Yepe3 CBOe COOCTBEHHOE BOCIIPHUSTHE, BEIPAKCHHOE B HHTOHAIIUHU, TEMOPOBBIX
U DMOILIMOHAJILHBIX OLIEHKAaX.”

76 Sherel' notes that this ambiguity eventually led to distrust of radio sound collages by the
authorities, who “were looking for the class subtext behind each sound” (“3a kaxxabpIM 3ByKOM
HCKau KiaccoBblit moaTekct”). See Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka, 328. In 1933, the Writers’
Union called radio art a “formalist theory,” branding the radio play and “radio film” as an
undesirable genre (Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 87).
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followed Toller’s lead to create a non-literary “text” that utilized radio’s full sonic
potential. Other examples include Arsenii Tarkovsky’s “Tale about peat moss” (‘“Povest' o
sfagnume,” 1931), subtitled a “sound-orama” [tonorama] and Erast Garin’s “radio film”
“The Iron Flood” (“Radiofil'm zheleznyi potok,” 1931), two scripts that paid particular
attention to “sound as a continuation of the word, both with regard to music and sound
effects.””’

Finally, early Soviet filmmakers took an even more radical interest in radio and
sought to bypass all textuality by using sounds alone in a purely documentary fashion. In
1925, Dziga Vertov, already known for his attempt at “discovering and revealing the truth”
through the revolutionary technology of the Cinema-Eye [Kino-glaz] and Cinema-Truth
[Kino-pravda], wrote a manifesto entitled “Radio-Pravda” that envisions auditory
communication not through propagandistic speeches, but by the transmission of Soviet
sounds: the noise of workplaces, the clamor of construction sites, and other auditory
“facts” of the new way of life: “We defend agitation by facts, not only concerning sight,
but also and in the same measure concerning hearing. How could we establish an auditory
relationship across the whole frontline of the world’s proletariat? [Sound recording
mechanisms] record every rustle, every whisper, the noise of waterfalls and the speech of
orators, etc. After the organization (montage) of such sound recordings, they may easily be

5578

broadcast in the form of “Radiopravda.”’” Vertov’s approach was entirely opposed to using

" Sherel', “Radioveshchanie 1920-30-kh godov,” 109. See also Bolotova, 379 on “Povest' o
sfagnume.” According to a short note in Radioslushatel’ 3 (1928), 3 (“Pervyi radiofil'm — ‘Stepan
Khalturin’”), the “radio film represents an attempt to create a special script for radio broadcasts,
based on consideration of many particularities of radio broadcasting” (“Paanodunbm npencrasiser
co00Ii OMBIT CO3JaHUs CIEIMATBHOIO CIIEHAPUS IS pajnoIepeay, IOCTPOCHHOTO Ha OCHOBE
y4eTa MHOTHUX CHEIU(PUIECKUX OCOOCHHOCTEH paTuOBEIIaHus ).

5 9

8 Dziga Vertov, “‘Kinopravda’ i ‘Radiopravda’,” in Velikaia kniga dnia, 685. First in Pravda, no.
160, July 16, 1925. “Mbl BeIIBUTaEM aruTaluio pakTaMu He TOJIbKO B 00JIaCTH 3pSHHS, HO U B
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radio for bourgeois “creative” formats, such as broadcasts of “Carmen” and “Rigoletto,” or
of plays and other forms of radio writing: “While it is not too late, we must save our radio
from the enthusiasm for ‘artistic radio programs’ [...]. To ‘artistic broadcasting’ we oppose

‘Radio-Pravda’ and the ‘Radio ear’.””’

Radio Sound and Literary Writing

This brief overview of the development of early Soviet radio has outlined the
medium’s cultural significance in the interwar period. Throughout the 1920s and 1930s,
poets both feared and embraced radio; as they scorned its banality and championed its
importance to literary life, broadcasting entered their work as a topical theme or motif. And
the three writers central to this study each gained personal insight into the medium’s inner
works: Khlebnikov briefly worked for the Soviet Telegraph Agency; Mayakovsky
repeatedly performed on live radio after 1925; and in the mid-1930s Mandelstam authored
numerous scripts and shorter texts for the Voronezh Radio Committee. But to understand
how radio influenced Soviet poetry on a deeper level, we must consider its very sound
shape and how it altered views of language and the printed word, becoming a catalyst for

new literary styles and modes of expression. Above all, radio highlighted the rich

obnactu ciyxa. Kak ycTaHOBUTBH CIIYXOBYIO CBSI3b 110 BCEH JINHUU MHPOBOTO TPYA0BOro GpoHTa?
[...] MsI 3HaeM 3anuckIBaronuii mpubop — rpammodon. Ho ects u apyrue, 6osiee COBEpIICHHBIE
3aMHMCHIBAIOIINE IPUOOPHI: OHHU 3aMUCHIBAIOT KAXKIBIM MIOPOX, KaXKIBIH MIENOT, IIIyM BOAOMAA,
peub opatopa u T.4. JleMoHCcTpaIus 3Toi CIIyXOBOU 3aMucH MOCHE €€ OpraHru3ali — MOHTaXa,

9 9

MOJKET JIETKO MepeaaBaThCs Mo pajauo B BuAe ‘PaauomnpaBiabt’.

" Ibid. “B mporpamme pagHonepenadn Bcex paaHOCTAHIMHA MOKET ObITh yCTaHOBJIEHA
ompeeaeHHas IPONOPLHU MEeXAY paauoApaMaMu, PaIUOKOHIEPTAMH U PAIHOXPOHUKOM. . .
‘Pamuorazera’ 6e3 6ymaru u paccrosiuuii (JIeHHH) — BOT OCHOBHOE Ha3HAYEHHUE Pajuo, a He
nepenaya ‘Kapmen’, ‘PuronerTo’, pOMaHCOB U TIp., C YEr0 Hallle paJlOBEIIaHNe HAYaJI0 Pa3BUBAThH
cBoio paboty. [loka erie He MO3HO, HAZIO CIIACTU HAIIE PAAKO OT YBICUYCHUS ‘XYI0KECTBEHHOU
paguonepenauet’ [...] ‘PaguonpaBny’ u ‘panroyxo’ MPOTUBOIOCTABISIEM MBI ‘XYJ0KECTBEHHON

5 9

paauomnepeaaye’.
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expressive potential of sound, largely eclipsed by literacy’s “fascination with visual
textualities,” to borrow an expression from the sound scholar Adelaide Morris.* It
conveyed referential meaning, emotions, complex intonations, and hybrid signals that were
half word, half noise. Acousmatic radio sound—sound whose source is invisible—enabled
a new experience of language through unexpected arrangements of voices, sounds, and
noise, both intended and accidental. It sensitized the ear to transitions between auditory
data with a collage-like effect that highlighted sound’s plasticity and evocative richness.
The sounds of radio itself—the sputtering noise of early receivers, its high- and low-
pitched distortions, and the adjustments to speech introduced to surmount them—began to
appear in literary texts. Moreover, they helped propel the development of key modernist
literary devices, such as defamiliarization (ostranenie), associativeness, asynchronicity,
and montage, which are typically understood in terms of their visual origins, such as
cinema and photography.

One of the earliest Russian authors to draw a direct parallel between electronic
sound media and transformations of the literary language was Kornelii Zelinsky, the
leading theoretician of the literary Constructivists, a short-lived avant-garde group that
emerged from the wider Soviet Constructivist movement after World War 1.*' In his
introduction to their first joint anthology, Change of All (Mena vsekh, 1924), Zelinsky
describes modern culture and daily life as a gradual process of dematerialization due to

technological progress and industrial production. Because modern technology creates a

% Adelaide Morris, “Winged Words: H.D.’s Phonotexts and the Configurations of Meaning,” in
How to Live/What to Do: H.D.’s Cultural Poetics (Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 2003), 21

*! Based on analogous developments in architecture and the visual arts, the aesthetic theory of
Russian literary constructivism was first articulated in early 1922 (the peak of Khlebnikov and
Mayakovsky’s radio fantasies) and the group was active until 1930, although Aleksei Chicherin,
the poet who formulated its dominant technique, departed in 1924.
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steadily greater energetic output with less and less material effort, culture becomes
“dematerialized, meaning that the material foundations on which people rely are melting in
their hands, as it were, while simultaneously accumulating in themselves greater and
greater quantities of energy. Words melt, shorten, become denser; their meaning increases
and their effect on man is intensified.”® From this the Constructivists derived the basic
aesthetic tenet of their montage aesthetics: the notion that technology exerts a progressive
“charging” or “overloading” [gruzofikatsiia] of all elements of culture. While the number
of individual parts (be they visual forms, architectural elements, or the words of a poem) is
reduced, each of them now carries a higher energetic load, and thus a greater potential for
meaning-making. It is noteworthy how often Zelinsky’s description of this
dematerialization, and the accompanying constructivist “charge” [gruzofikatsiia], refers to
sound media: “In telephony we see a sharp ‘dematerialization’. The disappearance of the
intermediary link, of a hundred thousand pounds of wires. The invention of the radio
telephone, which ‘loads’ upon itself the function that was previously carried out by means
of large material masses (wires). The radio control of mechanisms and avia-motors without
the intervention of heavy ‘material’ contact (airplanes without pilots). The simultaneous
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widening of the zone of effect.”” For Zelinsky, radio’s introduction of point-to-point vocal

signals paradoxically eliminates the material intermediary, while increasing the emotional

82 Kornelii Zelinskii, “Konstruktivizm i poeziia,” in Mena vsekh (Moscow: Shkola FZU Gosizdata,
1924), 20. “JlemaTepuanusyercs — 3TO 3HAYUT MaTepUaJIbHbIE YIOPHI, KOTOPBIMU MOJIB3YIOTCS
JIIOJIM, KaK ObI TAIOT B X PyKaX, OJTHOBPEMEHHO HaKOILIsis B ceOe Bce Oobliiee U Ooibliee
KOJIMYECTBO IHEepPruu. TaroT, COKpAIIalTCs, YIUIOTHSIIOTCS CIIOBA, YBEIUYUBACTCS UX CMBICI,
YCHJIMBAETCs BO3ACHCTBUE UX HA YelOoBeKa.”

8 Ibid., 20-21. “B TenedoHnu MbI BUIUM PE3KYIO ‘IeMaTepuain3aiuio’. BeimaaeHue
MOCPEICTBYIOIIETO YJIeHa — COTEH THICSY MYJI0B MPOBOJIOKU. M300peTenue paauno-tenedoHa,
‘Harpykaroniero’ Ha ce0si yHKIIHIO, IPEXk/Ie OTIIPABIISBIIYIOCS MPH MOCPEICTBE OOIBIINX
MaTepualbHBIX Macc (IPOBOJIOKH). Paguno-ynpapieHue MexaHu3MaMH 1 aBUOMOTOpaMu 0e3
MOCPECTBAa BECOMOT0 ‘MaTepUaIbHOTO  KOHTAKTa (a’poruiaHbl 6e3 muiioToB). OqHOBpEMEHHOE
pacriupenue 30861 dpdexra.”
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and significatory effects of speech.

As Zelinsky notes, however, of all cultural elements human language has resisted
this dematerialization most strongly: “The above-mentioned process of ‘dematerialization’
turned out to be most retarded in the case of the word. Languages changed, sped up, the
alphabet became simplified, stenography was invented, but inasmuch as human speech is
connected with the throat, i.e. with an instrument that can only be changed with difficulty,
the sonic segments that allow us to exchange thoughts did not become significantly
shorter, even though all of surrounding life increased its rhythm immensely.”** According
to Zelinsky, only technologically reproduced and amplified speech—through gramophone,
telephone, and radio-telephony—allowed poetic experiments with language that departed
from its natural articulated sound shape. Words could be slowed down or sped up, slurred,
blurred, and overlaid, analyzed into discrete phonemes and synthesized into far more
expressive combinations of such sonic units; as they took on additional meaning through
this sonic complexity, these words made entire syntactic constructions redundant. The
poems of A. N. Chicherin included in Mena Vsekh, in particular, use visual elements—in
the form of unusual diacritics and lines—to charge customary phonemes with an added
sonic burden that readers must first learn to decode: “naturally the work of ‘charging’ the
line of verse that A. N. Chicherin and Sel'vinskii carry out, often tears them away from

usual conversational patterns. The ear that serves our customary speech does not catch up

84 Ibid., 24. “Haunbonee 3aMe/yIeHHBIM OKa3aJCsl BBIICYKA3aHHBIN MPOIleCe ‘AeMaTepruaIn3aum’
HaJI CJIOBOM. SI3bIKM MEHSUIHCh, YCKOPSUTUCH, YIPOILAiCs ain(aBuT, ObuIa H300peTeHa
cTeHorpadus, HO TIOCKOJIBKY YeJIOBeUeCKasi pedb CBsi3aHa C TOPIIOM, T.-€. C HHCTPYMEHTOM, TPYAHO
MOIJIAOIIUMCS U3MEHEHHIO, 3BYKOBBIE OTPE3KH, CIIy)KAIl[Ue HaM JJisi OOMEHa MBICIISIMH,
3HAYUTEIHLHO HE COKPATHIINCh, HECMOTPSI Ha TO, YTO BCS OKPYIKAIOIAs )KU3Hb YPE3BBIYAITHO
yobICTpHIIa CBOI Tem.”
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to the condensation of speech.”® While the Constructivists’ phonetic “condensation” of
speech is related to even earlier experiments with sound in the printed text by avant-garde
poets such as Aleksei Kruchenykh and Il'ia Zdanevich, their work first acknowledged the
role played by electronic sound and radio in such explorations of language’s sonic
potential.*®

Other Soviet writers reflected on technology’s potential for replacing literary
language altogether. The labor organizer and avant-garde poet Aleksei Gastev, whose
collections of verse such as Poetry of the Worker’s Blow (Poeziia rabochego udara, 1918)
and 4 Packet of Orders (Pachka orderov, 1921) strove to eclipse language with a rich
vocabulary of sounds drawn from the world of factories and construction sites, questioned
whether innovations such as the radio did not make proletarian literature redundant
altogether. In a preface written in 1925, Gastev wonders whether “in an age when radio is
so successful at arguing not only with words, but also with thoughts [...] and when time
passes over into space and space into time, when any kid can use any machine to vividly
learn what an x-axis and a y-axis are, and when, after doing radio repair work, he can
intuitively grasp the meaning of Einstein’s theory,” it might be “a futile provincial affair to
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give meaning to such a fabricated little problem as proletarian literature.””" The question of

85 11, .
Ibid., 26. “Ta pabota rpy3odukanuu ctuxa, kakymo BeayT A. H. Unuepun u CeapBUHCKHIA,
€CTECTBEHHO YacTO OTPBIBAIOT MX OT OOBIYHBIX PA3rOBOPHBIX HABBIKOB. Y X0, 00CIIYKHUBAOIIEE

HAIly IPUBBIYHYIO pedb, HE Cpa3y OCBAMBAETCS C YIUIOTHCHUEM pedu.”

% The Russian avant-garde graphic artist and typographer El Lissitsky (1890—1941) diagnosed a
remarkably similar process; his response to sound medias’ challenge to the book was an innovative
typography that could figuratively depict such qualities as sound and volume: “[The
correspondence grows, the amount of letters, the paper covered with letters, the used material
surges, and the telephone call brings relief. Then the network of wires grows, the material of wires,
and then the radio brings relief. Material is reduced, we dematerialize, we displace idle masses of
material through calm energies.” El Lissitsky, “The topography of typography,” in E/ Lissitzky:
Life, Letters, Texts (Greenwich: Conn.: N. Y. Graphic Society, 1968), 357-358.

AL K. Gastev, Poeziia rabochego udara (Moscow: Izd-vo VTsSPS, 1925), 18. “Moxet ObITh, B
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literary stylistics seems inconsequential not only because radio is a powerful conveyer of
words, but because it even—and here Gastev’s characterization coincides with
Khlebnikov’s equally utopian vision of radio—allows for the completely unmediated
interaction of thoughts in the form of telepathy.

Such rhetorical rejections of writing and of the printed text, evident in Soviet
writing about radio in the 1920s, can also be seen in less predictable places, such as in the
printed verse of Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, and Mandelstam. Khlebnikov’s aurally multi-
layered poems celebrate the triumph of the “living word” over the stifling culture of the
book, which he rejects not only for its lack of dynamism and expressiveness, but also for
its associations with bourgeois laws and religion. For Mayakovsky, too, radio not only
contests the leading role of the printed book for literature, but changes the role of literary
style in a way that recalls Gastev’s thought: if poetry must be written with an ear to being
broadcast, then the dominant aesthetic criteria become audibility and clarity. As a result,
both Khlebnikov and Mayakovsky deemphasize language’s symbolic content, instead
stressing its ability to convey meaning affectively, emphatically, and even “telepathically”
through its sound shape. In Osip Mandelstam’s late poetics, this “rejection” of print looks
somewhat different. The turn from writing poetry to composing it out loud—as expressed
in Mandelstam’s earlier dictum that “I alone in Russia work from the voice” (“SI ogun B
Poccun paborato ¢ ronoca”)—was due to the dangerous repercussions of continuing to

write and publish in a repressive political regime fiercely attentive to literature. But during

BEK, KOTJ]a HE TOJIBKO C CIOBOM, a Ja)Ke C MBICIBIO TaK YJAYHO CIIOPUT Paauo [...] Koraa BpeMs
MEePEXOANUT B MPOCTPAHCTBO U MPOCTPAHCTBO BO BPEMsI, KOTJa KaXKAbIH MalbunIIKa Ha JTI0O0H
MalIuHe MOKET HasiBY YBHETb, UYTO TaKoe abcuucca U 9To TaKOe OpAMHATA, U MOKET HHTYUTHUBHO,
TocJie 3aHATUH HaJl PEMOHTOM paJihoannapara, MoHATh, YTO 3HAUUT TCOPHUs DUHIITEIHA, B 3TO
BpeMs MIPUAABaTh 3HAUCHHE TaKOW OpaHKepeiHo! mpolieMKe, Kak MpoJieTapcKas JUTepaTypa, —
MPOCTO 3PAINTHOE TPOBUHIIMATILHOE Ne0.”
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his Voronezh exile, Mandelstam—inspired in part by his fascination with radio—
attempted to represent poetic texts as audible sound, and contemplated their potential for
being “transmitted” to future listeners rather than readers. This approach, too, is played out
phonetically, rather than through figurative imagery.

The terms of this rejection, or enhancement, of the printed word—how it arose and
developed over time in the work of three of the best-known Soviet poets—are the subject
of this dissertation. This is, of course, an ancient problem. A tension between speech,
writing, and the book has run through Western culture at least since Plato denigrated the
written over the spoken word in Phaedrus. In the 1960s, Walter J. Ong theorized pre-
literate, oral culture as radically different from a culture based on writing and printing:
because the former placed high demands on memory (in lieu of storage media) and
perception (without a visual aid), its narratives and songs were structured very differently
than those of print culture.®® In oral cultures, for instance, the word was additive,
redundant, empathetic, situational, and unbounded; writing, by contrast, introduced greater
precision, detached reflection, and the idea of texts as stable, finite objects. Arguably,
however, this contrast between literacy and orality could not be truly grasped until the
development of sound media. Ong suggests so himself, stating that “[n]either writing nor
print are what they used to be before the radio, the telephone, the phonograph and

television.”

But orality, too, turned out to be shaped by print media. Ong introduces the
idea of “secondary orality” to explain that radio broadcasts are based on literacy, rather

than representing a return to pre-literate orality. But he echoes his teacher Marshall

% Walter J. Ong, Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word (London: Routledge,
2012).

% Thomas J. Farrell, ed. “An Interview with Walter Ong,” in An Ong Reader (New Jersey, 2002),
84.
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McLuhan’s belief by asserting that secondary orality does recover certain aspects of oral
culture, such as its “participatory mystique, its fostering of a communal sense, its
concentration on the present moment, and even its use of formulas.””

These developments underscored the expressive limitations of the written text
understood as a visual, rather than auditory medium, such as its lack of emotional
immediacy and its ambiguity. As has been argued numerous times, Russian culture has
long shown skepticism toward the written word. Secular publishing had arrived centuries
after its rise in the West and illiteracy remained widespread well into the twentieth century.
Maurice Paléologue, the last French ambassador to the Russian Empire, noted the enduring
receptivity of Russians to the spoken rather than written word.”’ And hesitations about
literature’s mediating role were shared by nineteenth-century writers such as Tolstoy (who,
not least, was himself swayed by the gramophone’s potential for preserving more vivid
‘live’ speech).’” Jurij Muraov has argued that this “delayed institutional and mental
recognition of writing and typography, together with the notorious skepticism towards both

of them, explain the unprecedented popularity that new electronic media, especially radio,

gained in Russia during the media revolution,” echoing similar assertions by Marshall

% Ong, Orality and Literacy, 134.

*! “No doubt in the last twenty years the police has been slightly less strict with the Press, but it has
maintained all its traditions of ruthless severity in dealing with street oratory, public meetings and
speeches. From its own point of view, it is right: the Russians are affected infinitely more by the
spoken than the written word.” Maurice Paléologue, An Ambassador’s Memoirs, vol. 11 (London:
Hutchinson, 1924), 162-163.

% “The “oneness’ of the literary work with its experienced environment remained ideal for many
Russian writers, long after the triumph of the privately authored, privately consumed book. In his
final years, Tolstoy provocatively proclaimed a wedding song and a well-timed anecdote to be
better than a symphony or a novel.” Caryl Emerson, The Cambridge Introduction to Russian
Literature (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 60.
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McLuhan.”® And indeed, my overview of approaches to radio programming suggests that
Russian views were particularly extreme, as exemplified by Shklovsky’s call to use radio
as an opportunity for “overcoming written language” and Dziga Vertov’s desire to replace
all narrative by a montage of auditory “facts.” This narrative about a Russian distrust of the
written word is as abstract and rhetorical as it is pervasive; it is perhaps best seen as a
cultural trope that was particularly resilient in the early years of radio.

Nevertheless, for Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, and Mandelstam, radio not only
prompted a return to this motif of the live voice—understood as a pre-literary, bard-like
orality—but triggered a broad reevaluation of the role of sound and aurality in their texts.
A more recent approach to sound and textuality might prove helpful to understanding this
development. Charles Bernstein’s 1998 collection of essays on performing poetry
introduces the useful distinction between orality and aurality (or even “a/orality”), which
also guards against accusations of phonocentrism: while orality emphasizes “breath, voice,
and speech” and tends “to valorize speech over writing, voice over sound,” aurality “is
connected to the body—what the mouth and tongue and vocal chords enact—not the

presence of the poet”™*

In Bernstein’s view, approaching poetry as sound does not aim at
recuperating the vibrations of an author’s vocal cords, but at detecting an audiotext that

both precedes and extends it, and that represents a “semantically denser field of linguistic

activity than can be charted by means of meter, assonance, alliteration, thyme, and the

% McLuhan himself comments on the Russians’ affinity for the radio, insisting with a disturbing
facility for abstraction that Russia, like some Asian and African countries, is “less permeated with
the patterns of literate culture” and suggesting that the “Russians’ love of this instrument, so
congenial to their oral traditions, is owing to the rich nonvisual involvement it affords.” Marshall
McLuhan, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964,) 86 and
34.

 Charles Bernstein, ed., Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1998), 13.
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like.”* Its effects are evident not only in the voice of the author itself, but in the body of
anyone declaiming poetic texts.

Bernstein’s enumeration of sonorous devices illustrates why this dissertation
largely concentrates on poetic texts, rather than analyzing short stories and other prose
genres. With its historical origin as an auditory medium, poetry also entails a natural
affinity for radio sound and can be approached in terms of its defining aspects. On the one
hand, radio speech was thought to convey meaning clearly and instantaneously, bypassing
the ambiguity of the written word and conveying moods more powerfully. Jurij Murasov
has argued that this understanding of sound dominates the “radiophonic” aesthetics of
Socialist Realist literature, which “simulat[es] an oral narration by deleting all traces of the
text’s written genesis.”® On the other hand, as the debates about radio art of the late 1920-
1930s show, many directors, sound engineers and avant-garde writers valorized sound for
confounding the smooth surface of Soviet news and propaganda through its richly layered
potential for montage, cacophony, and conflicting meanings, and for introducing ambiguity
into the straight party line. In this view, acousmatic sound, received without perceiving its
source, actually forces the listener to engage much more intensely with a radio program
than with a printed text, because such sounds require being interpreted in their own right:
listeners must differentiate sounds overlapping in time, distinguishing between “found”
sounds and those created in the studio. Elements such as mood and point of view may, in

fact, become more difficult to recover on such a reading.

* Ibid.
% Jurij Murasov, “The Birth of Socialist Realism out of the Spirit of Radiophonia. Maxim Gorky’s

2 9

Project ‘Literaturnaja ucheba’,” in Totalitarian Communication. Hierarchies, Codes and Messages,
ed. Kirill Postoutenko (Bielefeld: transcript Verlag, 2010), 188.

*7 This is acknowledged in an intriguing early theoretical essay on radio, which suggests limiting
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Both of these extremes—sound as an unequivocal clarity of message and as an
ambiguous aural excess—shaped Russian modernist writers’ attempts to transfer radio
sound onto literary texts. Even the works of a single writer can oscillate between these two
poles: Mayakovsky’s agitprop radio poems aim for instantaneous comprehension when
performed, but deny such sonic clarity in their visual representation on the printed page.
Khlebnikov’s work, while claiming zaum to be instantaneously effective and intelligible,
contains complex sonic arrangements that require interpretive work by a close listener.
And Mandelstam’s late verse shows an interest in how indeterminate, dissociative sounds
block symbolic readings or multiply them exponentially, while also celebrating the instant
contact which radio sound affords.

But early radio, I argue, was particularly influential in showing how the sound of
poetry is infused with a musicality and aural richness that does not map onto prosody, nor,
indeed, onto language itself. The German radio theorist Rudolf Arnheim, writing in the
early 1930s, evocatively captures this ability of radio sound—especially in the first
experimental radio plays or montages—to introduce a tension between word and sound:
“the word is first revealed as sound, as expression, embedded in a world of expressive
natural sounds which, so to speak, constitute the scenery. The separation of sound and
word occurs only on a higher plane. [...] The ‘expressive characteristics’ of sound affect us
in a far more direct way, comprehensible without any experience by means of intensity,

pitch, interval, rhythm and tempi, properties of sound which have very little to do with the

radio plays to twenty minutes: “The reconstruction of a holistic synthetic picture by way of a single
sensory stimulus (sound) requires far greater work of the brain than perception through many
sensory stimuli” (“Bocco3nanue neiaocTHOW CHHTETUYECKOH KapTUHBI TyTEM OJTHOTO HATMYHOTO
pasapaxurens (3ByKOBOT0) TpeOyeT OT Mo3ra ropasio 0oJibliiei paboThl, YeM BOCIPHUITHE Yepe3
MHorue Hanuuneie paapaxurenn’). N. Podkopaev, “Radioperedacha c tochki zreniia fiziologii,”
in Velikaia kniga dnia, 705.
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objective meaning of the word or the sound.””® The writers central to my dissertation
understood that radio, in spite of being primarily intended as an information medium,
immerses us in a far more primordial experience of language. The wider implications of
these writers’ return to the word’s sound shape via radio will be the subject of the chapters

that follow.

Radio and the Auditory Turn in Slavic Studies

While other areas of cultural and literary studies are fully engaged in the study of
sound in its various facets, it seems the “auditory turn” in Slavic studies has only just
begun. The transfer of visual aesthetics, inspired by film and photography, onto literary
texts is widely examined, but the rich encounters of the recorded, broadcast, spoken and
written word in Russian literature still remain largely uncharted. There have been
exceptions, such as numerous contributions to the 2015 collection Zhivoe slovo: logos—
golos—dvizhenie—zhest: sbornik statei i materialov. Robert Bird’s article on the twentieth-
century Russian narrative poem also attends to transformations of its sound shape. In work
on the nineteenth century, Gabriella Safran has explored how the changing culture of
listening was reflected by new genres in late imperial Russian literature, while Alyson
Tapp has demonstrated how Tolstoy’s Sevastopol Stories make sense of war through its

. . 99
sonic representations.

% Arnheim, Radio, translated by Margaret Ludwig and Herbert Read (London: Faber and Faber
Limited, 1936), 27-29.

% Zhivoe slovo: logos—golos—dvizhenie—zhest: sbornik statei i materialov (Moscow: Novoe
literaturnoe obozrenie, 2015). Bird, Robert, “Envoicing History: On the Narrative Poem in Russian
Modernism,” Slavic and East European Journal 1 (2007): 53-73. Gabriella Safran, “The Troubled
Frame Narrative: Bad Listening in Late Imperial Russia,” The Russian Review 2 (2013): 556-572.
Alyson Tapp, “Earwitness: Sound and Sense-Making in Tolstoy’s Sevastopol Stories,” in Hearing
Crimea: Sound and the Unmaking of Sense in Nineteenth-Century Wartime, ed. Gavin Williams
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Perhaps more importantly, however, literary studies of all shades often still
disregard the significance of the text’s sound shape, even in an area as eminently shaped by
it as poetry, as Marjorie Perloff charges in her introduction to the 2009 volume The Sound
of Poetry, The Poetry of Sound: “however central the sound dimension is to any and all

d.”'% There have been other

poetry, no other poetic feature is currently as neglecte
important forays into studying literature as sound, such as Charles Bernstein’s landmark
volume Close Listening: Poetry and the Performed Word (1998), which largely concerns
poetry as a performed audiotext. And Garrett Stewart’s study Reading Voices: Literature
and the Phonotext (1990) has demonstrated that texts need not even be performed out loud
to manifest an aural dimension that transcends the division of sound versus meaning, and
that puts to the test our limited vocabulary (such as assonance and alliteration, euphony
and cacophony) for describing how literature actually sounds.

Approaches such as these are united by a concerted effort to neither treat sound as
something peripheral to the poetic text—such as an added embellishment or illustration—
nor to represent poetic language as primarily figurative. They dissolve the dichotomy of
sound and sense—the reductive notion that an audible articulation becomes arbitrarily
attached to a particular meaning content. And instead of seeing metaphor and other figures
of speech as the essence of poetry, they find that sound both shapes and transcends
symbolic meaning. The writing of many Russian modernist poets, and Khlebnikov,

Mayakovsky, and Mandelstam in particular, is marked by a challenging aurality that calls

for new approaches.

(under consideration with Oxford University Press).

1% Marjorie Perloff, introduction to The Sound of Poetry, the Poetry of Sound, edited by Marjorie

Perloff and Craig Dworkin (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2009), 2.
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From the ambiguous counterpoint of Khlebnikov’s later long poems, to the
deceptive sonic clarity of Mayakovsky’s agitational texts, to the highly associative, even
aleatoric patterning of Mandelstam’s Voronezh verse, the writing central to this
dissertation brims with sound. Yet their work has not been studied from a primarily aural
perspective. On the contrary, scholarship on the notoriously complex verse of Khlebnikov
and Mandelstam has been largely hermeneutic and intertextual; readings of Mayakovsky’s
poetry, while less focused on its intertexts, usually stress his extreme reliance on metaphor
over mimetic representation. I hope to develop a new approach to these three poets by
listening to ways in which sound serves not as a supplement to visual symbols, but as a key
to their works and their larger philosophy of language or “the Word”: sounds can be used
mimetically or figuratively, but also in ways that are arbitrary or merely add emphasis or
emotional affect; they can both aid and undermine the process of meaning making.
Combined with a historicizing awareness of sound media, such a listening is particularly
revealing. By attending to sound patterns found throughout one author’s body of texts, we
can, for instance, appreciate the echoes of radio sound in the consonantal clusters of
Mandelstam’s “Voronezh Notebooks,” or the plosive stuttering imitating an early receiver
in Mayakovsky’s verse.

Such a listening, encompassing both semantics and sound history, shows that these
are not merely formal experiments; all three poets viewed sound as an important new
category in itself for understanding the surrounding world and their role within it.
Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, and Mandelstam both receive and emit sonic signals; to some
extent, all three understand inspiration and literary creativity as an aural event that

bypasses the traditional literary process and the circulation of printed works. Hearing
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rather than vision, sounds rather than written symbols, are also the terms of how these
poets understand their role within Soviet society. The sound theorist Brandon Labelle has
recently described this particularly modern understanding of the self in an increasingly
sound-dominated environment: “Sound operates by forming links, groupings, and
conjunctions that accentuate individual identity as a relational project.”'*" Such an
understanding of sound in its social dimension, and an attempt to refashion the literary text
accordingly, was one of the key results of these writers’ engagement with radio sound.

As a result, they also counteract literary texts’ tendency toward an individual,
solitary, and silent reception, implying instead that a communal reception of poetry as
sound is required for its proper understanding. Walter Ong’s notion of “secondary
orality”—the idea that radio broadcasts, for instance, are based on written texts in spite of
their impression of spontaneity—captures this commingling of literary and oral culture. He
notes that today “we are groupminded self-consciously and programmatically. [...] Unlike
members of a primary oral culture, who are turned outward because they have had little
occasion to turn inward, we are turned outward because we have turned inward.”'%*> Forms
of secondary orality—even when they rely on texts, such as a radio script—are thus a
conscious rejection of the inwardness and social sequestration that literacy has produced.
Similarly, the writers central to my study consciously seek to overcome the text’s
inwardness and aim for auditory social inclusion by incorporating stylistic figures indebted
to secondary orality. Khlebnikov not only depicts a polyphony, but seeks the public

reception of a listenership; Mayakovsky, likewise, not only sought out large audiences at

"' Brandon LaBelle, Acoustic Territories: Sound Culture and Everyday Life (New York:
Continuum, 2010), xxi.

102 Ong, Orality and Literacy, 134.
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his public readings and radio performances, but wrote texts whose effectiveness and
meaning are predicated on a broad, simultaneous, and auditory reception. And
Mandelstam’s late poetry, rather than merely exploring sound’s aesthetic role, dares to

envision an alternative model of transmission and reception by analogy to the radio.

Plan of the Dissertation

After this introduction to the history of the medium in Russia and the early Soviet
Union, as well as key issues relating to sound media, aurality, and printed texts, the
dissertation proceeds with close readings of three writers in light of the “radio aesthetics”
of their work.

In chapter one I examine Velimir Khlebnikov’s project of zaum, a trans-rational
language based on the discovery of universal vibrations and frequencies in his native
Russian. My reading traces his growing concern with sound media in the theoretical
writings of 1918-1922, especially the utopian manifesto “The Radio of the Future”
(“Radio budushchego™). Based on his last long poem, “Blue Fetters” (“Sinie okovy”), I
argue that, while Khlebnikov did not live to see regular radio broadcasts of the mid-1920s,
his late zaum poetics strives for what the Italian Futurist Marinetti called the “wireless
imagination.” His “trans-rational” poetic idiom is indebted equally to ancient forms of
chants and incantations, and to the charms of modern wireless communication, with its
potential to geographically and temporally unite distant listeners in a ritual communion on
the ether, and with its ability to create much fuller, more ambiguous, and effective forms of
expression than the written and printed word. In tracing this link between radio sound and

an increasingly auditory poetics, I also contest the view of Khlebnikov as a silent,
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unworldly figure and show that his poetry after 1921 is increasingly cognizant of the social
significance that such a sonorous, polyphonic poetry can play.

My second chapter argues that in Mayakovsky’s theoretical writings and verse of
the 1920s, his interest in zAhivoe slovo—the spoken and declaimed, rather than written
word—gives way to a futuristic vision of a radio-based literary system, rather than one
dependent on the printed book. Along with other contemporary thinkers, Mayakovsky not
only foresaw that poetry would be increasingly broadcast; however, he also attempted to
transfer radio’s “sound” to written texts, replacing close reading with close listening, and
equally stressing signification and sonic affect. Thus, a poet’s aesthetic merit becomes
linked to the suitability of his voice for conveying a range of intonations and to address a
mass listenership. In Mayakovsky’s creative enactment of this theory, the poet figure
becomes a cosmic radio station that simultaneously receives and broadcasts; his
radiophonic poetry synthesizes the voices of millions, picking up the “social commission”
[sotsial'nyi zakaz] to re-channel it at the Soviet listenership as optimized sound. My
reading also demonstrates that his poetry after 1922—often disparaged for its unabashedly
agitational nature—merits a fresh look, as an aesthetically sophisticated attempt to adapt
literary writing to new sound technologies.

The third chapter jumps forward to the mid-1930s and examines the impact of radio
aesthetics beyond the Russian avant-garde, during Stalin’s purges and in the condition of
internal exile. To understand the extraordinary aurality of Osip Mandelstam’s “Voronezh
Notebooks,” written after his arrest and isolation in the Soviet province, I argue, we must
take into account the poet’s sole extant radio script—an imaginative sketch of the young

Goethe’s development—and the radiophonic aesthetics of his own poetic texts. Despite—
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or precisely because of—the constraints imposed by his internal exile in Voronezh, radio
was both a recurrent theme and a source of the particular sound qualities of his verse. |
trace the poet’s exposure to the Soviet soundscape, which resulted, on the one hand, in a
“schizophonia” that further threatened the psyche of the hounded poet. On the other hand,
representations of radio in texts such as “Headphones, my little headphones™ and “My
sleep keeps me sleepy, here on the Don” contradict the official political aims of Soviet
radio, by ambiguously refracturing propagandistic soundbytes in his sonorous verse and
suggesting Mandelstam’s hope for an enduring role in Soviet society. Ultimately, radio
further refined Mandelstam’s belief in the poetic word as endowed with radiating sonorous
meaning. Despite his increasing isolation and the inability to publish, his “radio fantasies”
imbue his final works with an unexpected faith in a future interlocutor affected by the
sounding, rather than written word.

Taken together, these three case studies demonstrate a common return to poetry as
born from sound and show that radio—as the era’s most prominent source of electrified
sounds—was crucial to this rediscovery. Radio not only provided a metaphorical model for
how literary texts could unite writer and reader; its sound also turns up in these poems’
sonic makeup. By scanning “highbrow” literary texts for traces of radio—rather than
focusing on radio plays or speeches written specifically for the medium—we learn that
what one scholar calls “mutually shaping relations among technologies, mass culture, and

59103

modernist writing” " abide even in ideologically streamlined Soviet culture, where

1% pamela L. Caughie, “Virginia Woolf: Radio, Gramophone, Broadcasting,” in The Edinburgh

Companion to Virginia Woolf and the Arts, ed. Maggie Humm (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University
Press, 2010), 333.
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: - . 104
“broadcasting modernism” was not an option.

Indeed, not only did early radio programs
occasionally stray from the party line. Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, and Mandelstam’s
literary texts themselves voice alternative visions of radio’s significance, showing that—in

addition to cultural, political, and technological history—modernist writing itself has a say

in what radio means, or might have meant.

"% This phrase refers to the 2009 anthology Broadcasting Modernism, which considers the

interactions between modernist writing and radio broadcasts in more liberal societies during radio’s
“golden age.”
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Chapter 1

“Radio of the Future”: Velimir Khlebnikov’s Poetics of Wireless Sound

Sound is not often used as an entry point into the enigmatic work of the Russian
Futurist Velimir Khlebnikov.' At first blush, his writing contains few allusions to the loud
urban lifeworld and technological innovations reflected in the poetry of his peers, such as
Aleksei Kruchenykh and Vladimir Mayakovsky, but instead opts for a more abstract and
esoteric idiom. While Futurism, in Russia and elsewhere, was often a deliberately public
phenomenon, loudly enacted in key disputes and poetic declamations, Khlebnikov’s
contemporaries describe the poet as mute, reticent, and wholly uninterested in poetry’s
sonic manifestation, especially during the movement’s heyday: “Khlebnikov [...] was a
quiet man and contributed almost nothing to the futurist noise of 1913 and 1914. He
seldom joined their public parades and when called upon to recite his poetry he did so in a

. . 9
disconcerting mumble.”

Mayakovsky, Russia’s modern poet-orator par excellence, was
often asked to recite Khlebnikov’s verse in his stead and once reportedly exclaimed in

exasperation: “Why, for example, doesn’t he have a voice? [...] is it possible, in our idiotic

days, to be a poet without a voice?” For Mayakovsky, it was evident that “having a voice”

' A noteworthy exception is Marjorie Perloff’s excellent essay, “Khlebnikov’s Soundscapes: Letter,
Number, and the Poetics of Zaum,” which demonstrates the poet’s interest in the sounds of words
in his early as well as later work, but without focusing on sound media. See Marjorie Perloff, 27*-
Century Modernism: The “New” Poetics (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers, 2002), 121-153.

* Edward James Brown, Mayakovsky: A Poet in the Revolution (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1973), 61.

* Vasilii Kamenskii, Zhizn' s Maiakovskim (Moscow: Gosudarstvennoe izdatel'stvo, 1940), 60.
“[louemy, HanpumMep, y Hero HeT rojoca? Hy, HeT rojgoca u ToJIbK0. MypJIsIdeT 4TO-TO
HamoyioBUHY noHaTHoe. [Ipsamo aynorsopen! bes romoca. [la pa3se B HaIlIM UAUOTCKUE THU MOYKHO
OBITH IO3TOM 0€3 rojioca, KOrjia )KHBeIllb TOJbKO IIIOTKOH, KOT/1a HaJ0 OpaTh, APaThCs, TAPaHUTh.”
Unless otherwise noted, all translations in this chapter are my own.
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was a requirement for both the political confrontations and the aesthetic disputes
dominating Russian culture of the late 1910s. Yet scholarship documents only one known
Khlebnikov reading during which he commanded the audience’s attention by being
“agitated, inspired, declaiming in an enthusiastic and rhythmic manner.”* By numerous
accounts, Khlebnikov was displeased with his image as an unworldly recluse and struggled
to represent himself as a poet figure of great vocal command and public gravitas: “he had a
different notion of himself—bold, adept, with a loud voice, leading the crowd behind
him—in short, very similar to Mayakovsky.””

Khlebnikov’s zaum®—the ambitious project of a trans-rational or beyond-sense
language with the goal of uniting humanity, for which he is perhaps best known—is
marked by similar contradictions. On the one hand, the manifesto “Artists of the World!”
(“Khudozhniki mira!,” 1919) downplays the role of vowel sounds in his pseudo-linguistic
deductions of the hidden meanings of initial word consonants. In this important theoretical
essay, Khlebnikov promotes the idea of universal written characters and blames the
divisiveness of post-Babel linguistic diversity precisely on the sonorous discord of the
various idioms: “May written language alone be the companion of man’s continued

destinies... Mute graphic symbols will reconcile the polyphony of tongues

* The reading, of Khlebnikov’s poem “Single Book” (“Edinaia kniga”), took place at a local
Bolshevik club in Kharkov in 1920, as recounted by Aleksandr Leytes. See Raymond Cooke,
Velimir Khlebnikov: A critical study (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), 51.

> Sergei Spasskii, Maiakovskii i ego sputniki: vospominaniia (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’, 1940),
76. “B cBOeM COOCTBEHHOM MPENICTABICHUN OH OB HHBIM — CMEJIBIM, TOBKUM, TOBOPSIITUM
IPOMKO, BEAYIIUM TOJIY 32 COOOM, — CJIOBOM, OUY€Hb MOXOXKHM Ha MasikoBCKOT'0, KOTOPOTO
XmeOHUKOB 6€30r0BOPOYHO MpHU3HaBal 1 mooun.” Translation cited in Cooke, 50.

% Instead of using the strict transliteration (zaum'), I omit the soft-sign apostrophe throughout this
chapter for ease of reading.

50



[mnogogolositsa iazykov].”” This claim minimizes the significance of articulation and
audible speech to zaum, a view that was seconded, for instance, by the Soviet scholar Boris
Bukhshtab.® And yet, in his most detailed manifesto, “Our Foundation” (“Nasha osnova,”
1919), Khlebnikov characterizes zaum language in distinctly aural terms, as “the play of
the voice outside of words” [igra golosa vne slov] and stresses its similarity to spells and
other seemingly indeterminate, incantatory sounds.” An even earlier text entitled “The
Philologist’s Ear” (“Ukho slovesnika...”) suggests that Khlebnikov’s zaum approach is
based on a kind of “philology of the ear”: “The ear of the philologist [slovesnik] detects the
genealogy of pot and poteiu and porokh, porosha.”'° Here the phoneme po is charged with
an imaginary, linguistically unverifiable meta-layer of meaning—perhaps the notion of

small units of matter dispersing—that reveals an unexpected correspondence between the

9% ¢ 99 ¢

Russian words for “sweat,” “ashes,” “powder,” and “freshly fallen snow.” Moreover, many

of Khlebnikov’s poetic texts themselves, from the iconic “Incantation by Laughter”

7 Velimir Khlebnikov, Collected Works of Velimir Khlebnikov: Letters and Theoretical Writings,
trans. Paul Schmidt, ed. Charlotte Douglas (Cambridge, MA.: Harvard University Press, 1985),
vol. 1, 364-365. “IlycTh OJJMH MUCHhMEHHBIN SA3bIK OyIET CIIyTHUKOM JalbHEHIINX Ccy1e0 YenoBeka
... HeMple HavepTaTeNbHBIC 3HAKH TIOMHUPAT MHOTOTOI0CHITY s13b1K0B.” Khlebnikov, “Khudozhniki
mira!” in Velimir Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 154. The word mnogogolositsa is of
considerable importance for Soviet discussions of sound and meaning. Bakhtin coined a similar
term, raznorechie, to discuss conflicting viewpoints in literary texts, and Stalin used the term
raznogolositsa to describe unwanted ambiguities in written texts relating to party doctrine.

¥ According to Bukhshtab—who likely had not read many of Khlebnikov’s theoretical articles (his
study was written in 1929-32) and therefore does not account for the examples I give below—the
word’s sound shape, as well as the physiology of hearing and pronouncing, did not matter at all to
Khlebnikov, who attempted to “eliminate all real conditions of human speech and, to the extent
possible, even to abstract language from the human being” (‘“>nuMuHHpPOBATH BCE peaibHbBIC
YCIIOBHSI YEJIOBEYECKOTO TOBOPEHUS | ITO0 BO3MOXKHOCTH Jlaske a0CTParupoBaTh sI3bIK OT
yenoseka”). Boris Bukhshtab, “Filosofiia ‘zaumnogo iazyka’ Khlebnikova,” Novoe Literaturnoe
Obozrenie 89 (2008): 44-92.

? Khlebnikov, “Nasha osnova,” Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 174.

10 . . . L
Khlebnikov, “Ukho slovesnika...,” Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 52. “YX0 c10BeCHHKA
yIABINBACT POJOCIOBHYIO OM W HOMEIO ¥ HOPOX, nopoula.”
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(“Zakliatie smekhom,” 1908-09) to the onomatopoeic “bird’s language” in “Zangezi”
(“Zangezi,” 1921), are meant to impact the ear. We might well ask, then, exactly what role
sound plays in his poetry and poetic theory.

In this chapter, I contest the understanding of Khlebnikov as a mathematician of
silent ciphers, prominent both in contemporary accounts of the poet and in later
scholarship. My reading contends that Khlebnikov’s poetics is shaped not only by
articulated, sounded, and performed speech; it also reveals an early awareness of the
communicative potential and a fascination with the very sounds of early radio. However
hermetic many of Khlebnikov’s texts are, they should therefore not be approached as a
private philological exercise or a form of poetic ‘chamber music’. His reflections about
radio and his poetic depictions of wireless sound suggest that he saw his later work as a
contribution to the post—1917 effort to develop a distinct Soviet sound, and to shape a new
public through radio and wireless communications. In particular, his view of radio
informed the concept of zaum: for Khlebnikov, radio achieved instantaneous and intuitive
synchronicity of understanding across national and temporal boundaries and tapped into
subconscious, archaic layers of the mind. His later long poems are early modernist epics of
sound that contribute to the wide-ranging creation of a new, distinctly Soviet soundscape,

one that unites citizens through sound, rather than print.

Zaum and Electronic Sound
“Beyondsense” language—zaumnyi iazyk, literally “a language beyond the
mind”—entered the avant-garde’s repertoire with Aleksei Kruchenykh’s 1913 “Declaration

of the Word as Such” (“Deklaratsiia slova, kak takovogo™). In 1916, Kruchenykh coined
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the abstract noun zaum'."' His manifestos and verse herald an indeterminate language
beyond the threshold of rational thought and conventional signifiers. Along with like-
minded poets such as Vasilisk Gnedov, Aleksandr Tufanov, and Velimir Khlebnikov,
Kruchenykh seeks to capture the essence of objects by rejecting their accepted signifiers
and searching for true sonic equivalents in nonsensical sounds, as exemplified in the iconic
poem “Dyr bul shchyl” (1912). In his landmark study of this phenomenon, Gerald Janecek
proposed the following system for classifying the various forms of zaum used in the 1910-
20s: “dislocations [sdvigi] that produce indeterminacy can occur on a variety of linguistic
levels, ranging from the phonetic to various aspects of semantic construction [...] mainly
on the level of phonemes, morphemes, and syntax.” He speaks of phonetic zaum—*“a
situation in which letters are represented in combinations that do not form recognizable
morphemes”; morphological zaum, in which recognizable morphemes are recombined in
ways that do not result in a recognizable meaning; and, finally, syntactic zaum, in which
recognizable words, or even whole phrases, are conjoined in a way that is “grammatically
incorrect, shifted, or garbled.”12

While a tendency to privilege sound over meaning and to experiment with
linguistic indeterminacy can be found throughout literary history (in onomatopoeic figures,
for instance), a distinguishing feature of Russian zaum 1is its systematic and universalizing
character. Its representatives heralded the creation of a holistic new poetic language that
would have universal and international appeal. We find this sentiment in Kruchenykh’s

own “Declaration of the Transrational Word” (“Deklaratsiia zaumnogo slova,” 1921), for

' Aleksei Kruchenykh, Tainye poroki akademikov (Moscow: Tip. I. D. Rabotnikova, 1916), 25.

> Gerald Janecek, Zaum: The Transrational Poetry of Russian Futurism (San Diego: San Diego
State University Press, 1996), 5.
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example, in which he claims that “Zaum is the most universal form of art, even though its
source and original character can be national, such as: Hurrah, Evan — Evoe! etc.
Transrational works are capable of giving a worldwide poetical language, one that was
born organically, and not artificially, like Esperanto.”"

This attempt to give indeterminate sounds a universal and international character
proved essential to Khlebnikov’s zaum, too—although, in contrast to Kruchenykh, his
language only appears nonsensical: Khlebnikov, in fact, attempts to reveal the basic sonic
“building blocks” of all languages by “peeling” off the etymological layers of Russian
words. By finding these minimal meaningful phonemes, Khlebnikov believed, the zaum
poet could overcome the mutual unintelligibility of natural languages, which he saw as a
key cause of discord and military conflict, and unite listeners worldwide. His often arcane
theoretical pursuits and the poetic practice of “word-creation” [slovotvorchestvo] thus, in
fact, seek to uncover, rather than produce, sound patterns embedded in all historically
developed languages. In “Our Foundation,” he likens this collection of sounds to the
periodic table of the elements: “The entire fullness of language must be separated into the
basic elements of ‘alphabetical truths,” after which something like the law of Mendeleev
can be constructed for sound-matter.”"

While one of the primary inspirations for Khlebnikov’s linguistic theory is the

archaic realm of spells and incantations, his manifestos also often associate the elemental

1 Aleksei Kruchenykh, “Deklaratsiia zaumnogo slova” in Apokalipsis v russkoi literature
(Moscow: MAF, 1923), 46. “3ayMmb — camoe Bceob1iiee HCKYCCTBO, XOTsI IPOUCXOKICHUE U
MEePBOHAYANBHBIN XapaKTep ero MOTyT ObITh HAIIMOHAIBHBIMH, HapuMmep: Ypa, OBaH — 3Boe! U 1p.
3ayMHBIC TBOPEHHS MOTYT JIaTh BCEMHPHBIN TOATHYECKUHN SA3bIK, POXKIACHHBIN OPraHHYECKH, a He
HCKYCCTBEHHO, Kak dkcrepanto (sic! -PSP).”

14 . . . ..
Khlebnikov, “Nasha osnova,” Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 167. “Bcs moHoTa A3bIKa JOJDKHA
OBITH pa3/I0’KeHa Ha OCHOBHBIE €IMHUIILI ‘a30yUHBIX UCTUH , U TOTJA IS 3BYKO-BEIIECTB MOKET
9
OBITh IOCTPOEHO YTO-TO BPOJIE 3akoHa MeHaeneena.”
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linguistic units comprising zaum, which he derived through arcane mathematical and
occult exercises, with spectral noise phenomena such as rays, waves, and oscillation
patterns. As Johanna Drucker puts it, “Khlebnikov’s zaum was constructed according to a
mystical interest in understanding (actually revealing) the order of the universe through a
nearly Pythagorean understanding of the morphemic units of language as reflections of
fundamental vibrations, frequencies, and quantitative reflections of universal qualities.”"
For instance, in an article that serves to systematize his esoteric theory of numbers,
Khlebnikov describes certain letter sounds as emitting steady signals due to inherent
oscillation patterns: “A certain Shcherbina has discovered that ‘u’ gives 432 oscillations
per second, ‘0’ — 756, ‘a’ — 980, and ‘y’ — 996,716

This affinity for electro-acoustic concepts is not surprising: Khlebnikov studied the
natural sciences at university and, as Paul Schmidt notes, he “was certainly aware that the
course of nineteenth- and early twentieth-century physics had repeatedly demonstrated the

e 17
wave-form proclivities of nature.”

Moreover, like other avant-garde approaches, zaum
evolved within an increasing ubiquity of audio technology. Notwithstanding the rich
metaphorical and intertextual potential of these images, Khlebnikov’s poetic lexicon thus
also reflects the anatomy of emerging sound media in words such as rays [/uchi], pipes

[truby]—a reference to the cone-shaped telephone, phonograph, and early publicly

installed radio speakers—wires [provoloka], and, beginning in the late 1910s, the word for

"% Johanna Drucker, The Visible Word: Experimental Typography and Modern Art (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1994), 171.

18 Velimir Khlebnikov, “Doski sud'by,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 55. “Hexro lllepOuna
Hamien, 9to y naet 432 xonebaHus B ceKyHAy, o — 756, a — 980, 51 — 996 [...].”

17 Charlotte Douglas, “Introduction: Kindred Spirits,” in Khlebnikov, The Collected Works, vol. 1,
186.
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wave [volna] and its various grammatical derivations.'® As early as in “Scythian
headdress” (“Skuf'ia skifa: misteriia,” 1916), for instance, he envisions the phenomenon of
remote control by radio waves and coins the Slavic noun besprovoloka (from bez, without,
and provoloka, wire) to describe radio and wireless: “Stone robots, standing on a
chessboard that embraced both sea and dry land, battled each other to the death, controlled
by radio waves [...] Their commanders controlled their movements by invisible pulls on

the strings of their own wills™" (

“KamMeHHbIe pabbl, CTOS Ha IAXMAaTHOM YEPTEKeE,
OXBaTHIBABIIIEM YaCTh MOPS U CYIIH, pa3pyLIau Ipyr Apyra, pyKOBOJUMbBIE
OecripoBoJIOKOH [...] HeBuaumble yaapsl Ha MPOBOJIOKE BOJIM MOJIKOBOLEB PYKOBOIMIN
neiicTBusME xene3Horo [...] Bouna”).”’ Khlebnikov also predicted radio’s central role in
public life long before his personal encounter with early Soviet broadcasting, in the essay
“Opening of the People’s University” (“Otkrytie narodnogo universiteta,” 1918): “We can
even begin to imagine a time when a single newspaper-of-the-air will instruct the whole of
Planet Earth by radio, broadcasting via gramophone recordings the lectures of the best

9521

minds of humanity,”" a thought that Khlebnikov also expressed in a still earlier theoretical

sketch entitled “Letter to Two Japanese” (“Pis'mo dvum iapontsam,” 1916).**

' The Khlebnikov scholar V. P. Grigor'ev notes the importance of this latter image for Khlebnikov,
and acknowledges its partially scientific origin, but does not account for its association with forms
of sound. See the short note “Obraz volny v tvorchestve Khlebnikova,” in Budetlianin (Moscow:
lazyki Russkoi Kul'tury, 2000), 725-726.

¥ The Collected Works, vol. 2, 95.
2 Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 174.

2 Ibid., vol. 6, 145. “/lymanock 0 TOM BpeMEHH, KOTJa eJUHast Ui BCEro 3eMHOTO I1apa IIKOJIa-
razeTa OyJIeT pa3HOCHUTH 110 PAJIUO OJIHU U TE )K€ YTCHUS, BBICIYIIIMBACMbIC Yepe3 rpaMMO(OH U
COCTaBJICHHBIE cOOpaHHeM JIyqIux yMoB yenopeuecta.” Translation in Khlebnikov, Collected
Works, vol. 2, 439-440.

*2 Here, describing the international “Higher Instruct of the Futurians,” Khlebnikov posits that
“[t]he radio-telegraph will unite each location with the next, and lessons will be transmitted by
wire. We must have our own radio-telegraph system. Communication by air” (“Paguorenerpad
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How did this preoccupation with wireless communication shape Khlebnikov’s
understanding of literary language and, in particular, the theory of zaum? His most detailed
poetic manifestos, “Artists of the World!” and “Our Foundation,” both written in 1919, are
likewise pervaded by electronic sound, for instance.” They devote special attention to
initial consonants, which Khlebnikov believed to express an abstract concept shared by
most words beginning with this sound. The earliest meditation on this idea, “Oleg and
Kazimir: A Conversation” (1914), illustrates it using the metaphor of electrical wiring:
“The first sound, in contrast to the others, is a wire [provoloka], a channel for the currents

24 In the later manifestos, Khlebnikov describes the word’s

of fate [ruslo tokov sud'by].
historical conduit using an analogy that recalls wireless communication: “[w]ords
beginning with the same consonant are united by one and the same concept, and seem to
fly from different directions toward a single point of the mind” (“xak ObI TETAT ¢ pa3HBIX
CTOPOH B OJIHY | Ty e TOuKy paccyaka”).”> One example of such a “point” is the
consonant “ch” (1), which connects such diverse words in Russian as “cover and cup,

”)'26

chant, vat, canoe, skull” (“yexon u vama, yapa, 4aH, 4eJTHOK, Yeper According to

Khlebnikov, all other sounds of these words “cancel each other out” (“Bce ocTanbHBIE

COEIMHSACT UX BCEX JIPYT C IPYTOM, H YPOKH MPOXOIAT 1Mo paauotenerpady. NmMers cBoi
paauotenerpad. Cooduienue o Bo3nyxy”’). Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 255.
Translation in Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 2, 326.

2 Khlebnikov, “Khudozhniki mira!” and “Nasha osnova,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 153-158
and 167-181. The word besprovolochnyi had entered Russian use in 1914, with Vadim
Shershenevich’s 1914 translation of Marinetti’s manifesto, in which “wires” [fili] refer to the
conductors of syntax and morphology that keep language from attaining its maximum expressive
and emotional potential. See Shershenevich, Manifesty ital'ianskogo futurizma (Moscow: Tip.
Russkogo t-va, 1914).

#* Khlebnikov, “Razgovor Olega i Kazimira,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 289.
5 Khlebnikov, “Nasha osnova,” 174.
* Tbid.
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3BYKH JIpYT JIpyra yHu4toxar”), leaving only the common denominator “ch” (1), which
thus contains the meaning content shared by all of these words: their role as a “cover” or
“container” (“o6omouka”), or of “one body within the cover of another” (“onno teno B

27
000I104Ke Ipyroro”).

According to this inventive etymology, a charm acts as a cover of
deception, a cup contains liquid, and the verb chaiat’ (“to hope”) is a “container” for “the
waters of the future” (“Boasl Oyaymiero”). And, importantly, Khlebnikov does not limit his
imaginative poetic ‘chemistry’ to contemporary Russian; his “domestication” of
transrational language transcends both national borders and historical intervals, fusing all
of space and time in a single utterance: “After all, vritti also means ‘turning’ in Sanskrit,
and khata also means hut in Egyptian.”*®

But despite such elaborate epistemological deductions, zaum language is meant to
be short and instantaneously understandable. Aleksei Kruchenykh, whose vision of zaum
differs from Khlebnikov’s in many regards, concurred: “Zaum is the shortest of the arts,
both in terms of the distance between reception and reproduction, and in its whole form;
for example: Kuboa, [Hamsun], Kho-bo-ro etc.”” Khlebnikov shared this interest in
simplifying the cognitive process of meaning-making: his experiments strip words of all

symbolic significance and leave only an indeterminate initial sound that transmits meaning

contents almost telepathically, by appealing to subconscious linguistic knowledge.

*7 As Robin Milner-Gulland points out, in this case the visual, hieroglyph-like shape of the letter
also plays a role for Khlebnikov, “implying by its very shape for him the notion of ‘cupping’
(chasha) or of ‘containment.” See “Khlebnikov’s eye,” in Russian Literature, Modernism and the
Visual Arts, edited by Catriona Kelly (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 204.

28 . J . . . . ..
Khlebnikov, “Khudozhniki mira!,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 157. “Beas spummu u 1o-
CAaHCKPUTCKH 3HAYUT BpallleHHe, a xama 1 M0-eTUIETCKH xaTa.”

29 .

Kruchenykh, “Deklaratsiia zaumnogo slova,” 46. “3ayMp — camoe KpaTKO€ HCKYyCCTBO, KaK IO
JUTUTEIIBHOCTH MIyTH OT BOCIIPUATHS K BOCIIPOU3BEICHHIO, TaK U 10 Bcel hopMme, Harpumep:
Kyb6oa, [I"amcyH], Xo0-60-po u ap.”
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Khlebnikov presents an example of this approach in the manifesto “Artists of the World!,”
suggesting that complex sentences in a national language—in this case Russian—can be
represented through universally understandable units of zaum. Thus, the statement “Intent
upon uniting the human race, but meeting the barrier of the mountain chains of languages,
the fire storm of our minds revolves around the idea of a communal beyonsense language
and achieves the atomization of words into units of thoughts contained in an envelope of
sounds and then rapidly and simultaneously proceeds toward the recognition throughout
the earth of one single beyonsense language’™’ is rendered in zaum as: “Ve So of the
human race Be Go of languages, Pe of our minds, Ve So SHa of languages, Bo Mo of
words Mo Ka of thoughts CHa of sounds Po So Do Lu earth Mo So languages, Ve earth”
(“B» co yenoBedeckoro pona, 03 To SA3BIKOB, T3 YMOB, B3 CO IIIa SI3BIKOB, 00 MO CJIOB MO Ka
pasyMa 4a 3ByKOB, II0 CO JI0 Ty 3¢MJIH MO CO sI3bIKOB, B3 3emui’”).”! Khlebnikov has
replaced precisely those elements which impede and slow down the interpretive process—
symbols and metaphors such as “the mountain chains” and “the fire storm of our minds”—
with instantaneously understandable sounds, and leaves intact only concrete nouns such as
“earth” and “language.” And these succinct sounds themselves exemplify the passage’s
overarching meaning: the ideal of “rapid and simultaneous” communication free of

. 32
interference.

3 1n Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 157-158. “/Ilymast 0 coeIMHEHUH YE€IOBEYECKOT0, HO
CTOJIKHYBIIIUCH C TOPAMH SI3bIKOB, OyYpHBIN OTOHb HAIIMX YMOB, BPAIlasiCh OKOJIO COCTUHEHHOTO
3ayMHOT'O S3bIKa, JOCTHUTas PACIBUICHHS CIIOB Ha ¢IMHMIIBI MBICIH B 000JI0YKE 3BYKOB, OYpHO U
BMECTE MJIET K IPU3HAHUIO HA BCEH 3eMJIe €IMHOTO 3ayMHOTO SI3bIKa.”

1 bid., 157.

%2 An interesting sidenote to Khlebnikov’s interest in the efficiency of linguistic communication are
his comments on the Soviet phenomenon of novoiaz, a form of ideologically marked “newspeak”
created by combining initial letters or syllables, as in the case of the Russian telegraph agency
ROSTA, an acronym derived from “Rossiiskoe telegrafnoe agentstvo.” In an earlier version of his
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Khlebnikov’s goal of communicating internationally using such abstract sonic
signifiers may strike us as patently irrational, and there is little, if any, linguistic merit to
his etymological deductions. But the interest in reducing complex ideas and images to
universally comprehensible, vibrating sonic signals clearly resonates with the utopian
ambitions of early radio broadcasting. It draws inspiration, in particular, from one key
quality of radio sound and speech: the illusion that it abolishes space and time by
simultaneously affecting geographically remote listeners. Describing this utopian fervor
surrounding the medium in the early 1920s, the German broadcast theorist Rudolf Arnheim
uses words that echo Khlebnikov’s project: “This is the great miracle of wireless. The
omnipresence of what people are singing or saying anywhere, the overleaping of frontiers,
the conquest of spatial isolation, the importation of culture on the waves of the ether, the
same fare for all, sound in silence.”® Another key commentator on early twentieth-century
radio culture notes that early listeners often expressed hope for “the establishment of a
universal language, instantaneous travel through collapsing space, and the achievement of
a lasting global peace.”** And Arnheim, in a turn that also recalls Khlebnikov’s zaum, even

applies the lessons of radio sound to the semantics of individual phonemes: “The

essay “Radio of the Future,” he positively remarks on such word formations: “[Man] feels
restricted in his 365 days; unable to extend the year, he renounces long-sounding words. In this
regard the Russian language has made a daring leap and changed to short artificial words...”
(“[YenoBeky] TecHO B ero 365 AHIX; HE yMes PaCTAHYTh T'OJ], OTKa3bIBACTCS OT JAOJITO 3BYYaIIUX
cn0B. B 3TOM OTHOIIIEHUN PYCCKUM SI3BIK CJI€Nall CMENBIN CKa4YOK, Mepeias K KpaTKum
MCKYCCTBEHHBIM cJIoBaM...”"). See Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 409. The poem “Confession —
awkward style” (“Priznanie — koriavyi slog,” 1922) likewise suggests that such transformations did
indeed hold appeal to Khlebnikov, even though their artificiality would appear to contrast with his
more organic “word-creation” [slovotvorchestvo], based on ostensibly historical etymological
relationships between roots and morphemes.

33 Arnheim, Radio, 14.

** Douglas Kahn and Gregory Whitehead, Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio, and the Avant-
Garde (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1994), 53.
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‘expressive characteristics’ of sound affect us in a far more direct way, comprehensible

without any experience by means of intensity, pitch, interval and tempi, properties which
have very little to do with the objective meaning of the word or the sound.” He goes on to
give examples of very different words and things that are nevertheless joined by a similar
“sound-character,” such as ‘father’ and ‘hard’, two words united by “the vowel ‘a’, which

35
”>> This set of concerns—the use of sound, rather

as a sound has a direct expressiveness.
than writing, to communicate globally, and the resulting focus on the affective properties

of abstract sounds—is further developed in Khlebnikov’s startlingly prescient essay on the

broadcast medium.

Zaum and Broadcast Radio

The clearest expression of Khlebnikov’s fascination with wireless communications
is his essay “Radio of the Future” (“Radio budushchego”), written in the fall of 1921. It
describes the medium as an omnipotent synthesizer of news, thoughts, lived experience,
feelings and knowledge that prefigures today’s virtual internet networks. Khlebnikov’s
radio makes accessible to all both everyday life advice and the most refined products of the
arts and sciences, serving simultaneously as a brain-like control center and the country’s
spiritual beacon. Written during the severe 1921-22 famine, which Khlebnikov witnessed
at close hand, the essay even imagines radio’s ability to remotely administer medical aid
and to provide nutritional sustenance.

The text’s overt reference to the medium is striking in itself. Not only was

Khlebnikov known for ardently substituting Slavic coinages for foreign words; he also

3% Arnheim, Radio, 30.
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rarely left the confines of his mythopoetic cosmos to describe everyday objects (even the
description of the cinema in the poem “Produma putestana” (1920) for instance, is encoded
in his poetic idiolect). But in 1921-22 Khlebnikov was unusually engaged with the outside
world and attentive to current events and political reality in a way that is reflected in his
writing. In late October of 1920 he traveled to Baku, where he quickly became a regular
contributor to the wall newspaper (stengazeta) produced by the local department of
ROSTA, the Soviet telegraph news agency founded in September 1918.°° ROSTA’s role
during the Civil War was to transmit news to its regional branches (it boasted nearly fifty
agencies by 1922); because public radio speakers were not installed until 1922, it was the
responsibility of poets and artists — most notably, Vladimir Mayakovsky and Mikhail
Cheremnykh — to convey the news as quickly as possible. In 1919-21, they thus used wall
newspapers that were hung in empty shop windows, as well as the famous ROSTA
windows [Okna ROSTA], large satirical posters with bright drawings and catchy agitational
slogans that were duplicated using stencils.”’

According to Nikolai Khardzhiev, it was also in Baku that Khlebnikov wrote his
first agitational poems, unusually transparent texts such as “From dawn till night, Wrangel
knits his mittens white” (“Ot zari i do nochi viazhet Vrangel' onuchi”). Their sudden
confrontational, and at times even combative, tone reflects Khlebnikov’s desire to
maximally impress on his readers the urgency of current events. P. I. Tartakovskii suggests

that Khlebnikov responded to this new task by embracing more conversational and

%% Nikolai Khardzhiev conjectures that, while serving at ROSTA Baku, Khlebnikov wrote simple
rhymes and verse to accompany the work of the artist Mechislav Dobrokovskii; none of these
collaboratively produced posters appear to have survived. See N. 1. Khardzhiev, Ot Maiakovskogo
do Kruchenykh: Izbrannye raboty o russkom futurizme (Moscow: Gileia, 2006), 324.

*7 See Peter Kenez, The Birth of the Propaganda State: Soviet Methods of Mass Mobilization,
1917-1929 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1985), 115-116.
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folkloric forms, such as the chastushka, which left traces in his writing throughout 1920—
21.*® And Khardzhiev notes that Khlebnikov began to emulate Mayakovsky’s
achievements in the genre of agitational verse.” A particularly revealing case for
comparison are the two poets’ appeals about the 1921-22 Povolzhye famine, both of which
thematize the use of amplified sound to somatically impact a callous listener. Very similar
to Mayakovsky’s “Bastards!” (“Svolochi!,” 1922), for instance, Khlebnikov’s “Toot,
scream, ring out!” (“Trubite, krichite, nesite!,” 1921) peaks in the hysterical command:
“Scream, scream, bringing the horn to your lips!” (“Kpuuute, kpuuuTte, kK ycram B3sB
Tpy6y!”).*?

During this period, Khlebnikov also authored propagandistic poems for the cultural
section of the Volga-Caspian fleet and read lectures to Red Army soldiers on various
topics. In this capacity he was even invited to accompany a Red Army expedition to
modern-day Iran. Upon returning, Khlebnikov spent September through early December of
1921 in Piatigorsk, serving as a night guard to the Terek Region’s ROSTA chapter, while
continuing to publish agitational poems in the local newspapers, lecturing at the local
university, and frequently visiting the local radio station (which, like the ROSTA office

itself, was housed at the local Dom Pechati, or Press House).41 According to Khlebnikov’s

biographer, Sofia Starkina, he was especially close to the head of ROSTA in Piatigorsk,

* Petr Tartakovskii, Poeziia Khlebnikova i Vostok, 1917-1922 gody (Tashkent: Izd-vo “Fan”
Akademii nauk Respubliki Uzbekistan, 1992), 131.

% Khardzhiev, Ot Maiakovskogo do Kruchenykh, 242-243 and 322-325.

% Compare Mayakovsky’s “Two not entirely common cases” (“J[Ba He cOBCeM 0GBITHBIX
ciy4das”): “Oh blare about the hunger into Europe’s ears!” (“TpyOuTte x 0 rojiojie B yiu
EBpore!”), in Maiakovskii, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 78.

*! While in Piatigorsk, Khlebnikov’s agitational poems were publicly distributed in 1200 copies
within the province’s network of Rosta Walls. See Dmitrii Kozlov, “Novoe o Velimire
Khlebnikove,” Krasnaia Nov' 8 (1927), 184.
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Dmitrii Kozlov, who captured Khlebnikov’s characterization of Walt Whitman as a radio
receiver: “this poet is a medium of his age; like a radio receiver, he receives and reflects
ideas, feelings, and the volitional waves of humanity”** (a description curiously prescient
of how Mayakovsky would begin to depict himself vis-a-vis the broadcast medium one
year later). Finally, the presence of radio in Khlebnikov’s writing of this period is also
suggested by the title of a text from early 1921, “Bcem! Beem! Beem!” (“To All! To All!
To All!”). This phrase originates from Lenin’s titles for the earliest radio transmissions of
Soviet resolutions, such as “Radio to all” (1917) or “Radiogram to all, all” (1918), and it
quickly became the customary opening formula of early broadcasts.

Not surprisingly, then, Khlebnikov’s “Radio of the Future” reflects the widespread
enthusiasm for the medium in the period from 1917 to 1924, when broadcasting quickly
progressed from radio-telegraphy—the wireless transmission of written words by Morse
code—to radio-telephony—the transmission of speech from point to point—and, finally, to
public short-wave radio transmissions. Khlebnikov’s death in June 1922, from a
combination of gangrene and malnutrition, kept him from witnessing the first regular radio
programs in late 1924. But the intensified creative output during his final months coincided
with numerous widely publicized broadcasting experiments. For instance, after newspaper
articles were successfully transmitted in Kazan using large megaphone-like horns, the

attempt was repeated in Moscow with ROSTA telegrams in June 1921.* These broadcasts,

* Sofia Starkina, Velimir Khlebnikov: korol' vremeni. Biografiia (St. Petersburg: Vita Nova, 2005),
383. “OTOT MO3T — MEAUYM DIOXH, OH, KaK paJUONPUEMHUK, IPUHUMAET U 0TOOpaxaeT uieu,
4yBCTBa, BOJIEBBIC BOJIHBI YenoBeuecTBa.” See also Starkina’s account of Khlebnikov’s stay in
Baku and Piatigorsk on pp. 346-361 and 378-383 respectively. Dmitrii Kozlov’s recollections of
Khlebnikov in the winter of 1921-22 were published in “Novoe o Velimire Khlebnikove,”
Krasnaia Nov' 8 (1927): 177-188.

® A. Sherel', Tam, na nevidimykh podmostkakh... Radioiskusstvo: problemy istorii i teorii, 1922-
1941 (Moscow: Rossiiskii Institut Iskusstvoznaniia, 1993), 11: “pymnops! ObuH yCTaHOBIEHBI Ha

64



which could be heard on at least six public squares in Moscow, were repeated each evening
starting on June 17, 1921 and served as the prototype of regular radio programming.
Radio-telegraphy and -telephony were also widely known through their use in government,
military, and journalism. The Bolsheviks, after all, were intent on presenting the October
Revolution itself as a hyperbolic triumph of wireless communication, having issued their
first proclamation of victory by a radio signal from the Cruiser Aurora.**

“Radio of the Future” builds on the earlier text “Swanland of the Future”
(“Lebediia budushchego,” 1918), which also probes the limitations of the printed word and
the potential of emerging forms of sound-based communication. “Swanland” envisions a
reinvention of the printed book: its static pages are coopted by a cosmology of live
transmissions and inscriptions through clouds, thunder, lightning, and the waves of the
ocean. Khlebnikov refers to the resulting composite medium as “skybooks” [neboknigi], or
“tall white walls resembling white books, spread out in the black sky” on which authors
can cast their “shadow writing” [tenepis'mena]. Further entwining this medial conception
with the natural world, he suggests that clouds, for instance, would convey the most urgent
messages: “Some, dying, asked that the news of their death be written on the clouds”

(“HekoTopsle, ymupast, IpOCHIIN, YTOOBI BECTh O UX CMEpPTH Oblja HareyaTaHa Ha

o6maxax”).* The conclusion, titled “Paths of Communication. Spark-writing” (“Puti

OankoHe 3manus MoccoBera, a 17 utons 1921 roxa nepemauun L{enTpanbHoit paguoreneoOHHOM
CTaHI[MH HAYaJd TPAHCIUPOBATHCS Yepe3 PYIOPhl, YCTAHOBJICHHBIE HA MIECTH TUIOIIAIIX
Mocksbl.” For an account of the Kazan experiment see Shamshur, 162-163.

* Lenin’s appeal “To the citizens of Russia” (“K grazhdanam Rossii”), proclaiming the overthrow
of the Provisional Government by the Bolshevik committee, was broadcast on October 25, 1917
from the cruiser Aurora. The signal was picked up not only by local radio stations, but also in Paris
and a few other foreign locations. In spite of the study’s mythologizing slant, a good overview of
other key radio broadcasts during the revolutionary upheavals is found in Shamshur, 19-33.

* Velimir Khlebnikov, “Lebediia budushchego,” in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 139.
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soobshcheniia. Iskropis'ma.”), further refines the idea of instantaneous aerial
communication, capable of transmitting auditory messages that are, in turn, cast onto the

shadow-books: “As the spark voices spoke their messages from the ends of the earth, they

2

were instantly printed on the shadow books” (“YcnbllanHbele HCKpOBBIE TOJIOCA,

TOJaHHbIE C APYTOr0 KOHIA 3eMJTH, TOTYAC K€ [IeUaTaliCch Ha TeHeKHITax ). *

In these images we can recognize the ROSTA wall newspapers and agitational
posters Khlebnikov helped create while in Baku and Piatigorsk.*” The essay “Radio of the
Future” likewise reflects ROSTA’s primary purpose: here, Khlebnikov fuses the metaphor
of the world as a cosmic book with a centralized radio network whose messages are
instantaneously projected onto enormous pages throughout the country:

BepunHbl BOJTH HAy9HOTO MOPS Pa3HOCSATCS IO BCEH CTpaHe K MECTHBIM CTaHaM

Pa,Z[I/IO, YTOOBI B TOT K€ JCHBb CTAaThb 6YKB8.MI/I Ha TEMHBLIX IMMOJIOTHAX OT'POMHBIX

KHHUT', pOCTOM BBIIIC TOMOB, BBIPOCIINX HA INIOMAAAX JCPCBCHb, MCAJICHHO

48
MMOBOpAYUBAIOIINUX CBOU CTPAHUIIBI.

The crests of waves in the sea of human knowledge will roll across the entire
country into the local tents of Radio, to be projected that very day as letters onto
the dark canvases of enormous books, higher than houses, that have erected
themselves in the village squares, slowly turning their own pages.*

It is plausible, too, that Khlebnikov wrote his essay, in part, to recruit new workers

for the ROSTA network: instead of the word ‘radio’ an earlier draft uses this acronym

“ Ibid., 140.

7 An argument can also be made that these lines are an eerily prescient vision of televised images
(the use of the semantic field of “shadows” is related to Khlebnikov’s poetic responses to cinema
screenings, for instance, and television was discussed early on as a possible development of radio).

* Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 191. The lasting dominance of the book format is due, in
part, to the influence of the ROSTA posters, large-scale broadsheets that were created as a visual
correlate to urgent telegraph messages, but also related to Khlebnikov’s rather prescient description
of televised images in the same text, an idea that became widely discussed only around 1930.

4 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 392.
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itself, both in the title and throughout the text.”® But Khlebnikov’s text also far transcends
the medium’s status quo, imagining a future in which radio will no longer rely only on
visual transcriptions, but on sonic emanations. The section entitled “Radioreadingwalls”
(“Radiochital'ni”) is followed by “Radioauditoriums” (“Radioauditorii”), which predicts
public forms of listening: “Surges of lightning are picked up and transmitted to the metal
mouth of an auto-speaker, which converts them into loud amplified sound, into singing and
human speech”™' (“YKesnesHslii poT camMoriaca MOMMAHHYIO H IePEIAHHYIO 3610b MOJTHHH
IPEBpaTUI B TPOMKYIO Pa3srOBOPHYIO peub, B IEHUE U YesloBeuecKoe ci1oBo. Bee ceno

”).52

co0panoch cIymiaTh Khlebnikov describes in considerable detail how early radio

sound might have been perceived, conveying both the miraculous otherworldliness and the
‘graininess’ of such aural transmissions:

N3 ycr xene3Hoi TpyObl TPOMKO HECYTCsl HOBOCTH JHS, JieJia BJIACTH, BECTU O
oroje [...] 0TKyJa 3TOT HOTOK, 3TO HABOJAHEHUE BCEH CTpaHbl HE3EMHBIM IIEHHEM,
yZIapoM KpbLI, CBUCTOM U IIOKaHHEM U LIETIbIM CepeOPSIHBIM MOTOKOM JTUBHBIX
0€3yMHBIX KOJIOKOJIBYMKOB, XJIBIHYBIINX OTTY/a, I'/le HAC HET, BMECTE C IETCKUM
TIEHHEM U IIyMOM Kpbin?™

The metal trumpet mouth loudly carries the news of the day, the activities of the
government, weather information [...] Where has this great stream of sound come
from, this inundation of the whole country in supernatural singing, in the sound of
beating wings, this broad silver stream full of whistling and clangor and marvelous
mad bells surging from somewhere we are not, mingling with the children’s voices
singing and the sound of wings?>*

With their religious undertone, these images (“supernatural singing” and “the sound of

wings”’) suggest that radio is far more than a conduit for meteorological or political

0 See Duganov’s commentary in Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 409.
> Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 393.

52 Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 192.

> Ibid., 192.

> Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 393-394.

67



information. In Khlebnikov’s view, broadcasting combines the function of guidebooks and
newspapers with the pedagogical role of public schools, universities, and cultural
institutions, as well as the spiritual purpose of the church to form a “centralized
consciousness” of the people.” Indeed, “Radio of the Future” is one of the strongest
expressions of Khlebnikov’s vision of a physically and mentally unified space, indebted
both to the Silver Age ideal of sobornost'—a spiritually bonded ecumenical society—and
the communist project of uniting the people around a shared ideology. The radio waves
form a new “world soul” capable of uniting listeners through sonic communion in the
ether:
B BO31myxe mayTuHa myTei, Ty4a MOJHUH, TO TIOTACAIOIIHX, TO 3a)KUTAIOIIUXCS
BHOBb, IIEPEHOCSIINXCS C OJHOTO KOHIIA 3AaHus Ha Ipyro# [...] Pagno pemmio
3a7a4y, KOTOPYIO €llIe He eI XpaM Kak TaKOBOM, M CIIENIANOCh TaK Ke
HEOOXOUMBIM KaXJIOMY Celly, KaK Telepb YUWIMIIE UIH YUTalIbHA. 3aaua
NpUOOILEHUS K €IMHOM AyIle YeIOBEYECTBa, K €IMHOM €XKeCyTOYHOH TyXOBHOM
BOJTHE, IIPOHOCSIIEHCS Hall CTPaHOW KaXKIBIH JeHS |...] 9Ta 3ama4a pemreHa Paano
C MTOMOIIHIO MOJIHHH.
In the air a spider’s web of lines, a storm cloud of lightning bolts, now subsiding,
now flaring up anew, crisscrossing the building from one end to the other [...].
Radio has solved a problem that the church itself was unable to solve and has thus
become as necessary to each settlement as a school is, or a library. The problem of
celebrating the communion of humanity’s one soul, one daily spiritual wave that
washes over the entire country [...] that problem has been solved by Radio using
lightning as its tool.”’

And as the essay’s conclusion proclaims: “Radio will weld together the continuous links of

the world soul and consolidate humanity” (“Paauo ckyeT HenpepbIBHBIE 3B€HbSI MHPOBOMA

> In a sense, the radio network can be viewed as another iteration of Khlebnikov’s architectural

visions that combine edifice and artifice, religious sentiment and modernist traditionalism, what

Clare Cavanagh has called “modernist church-building” in “Modernist Church Building: Pound,
Khlebnikov, Mandelstam,” Paideuma: A Journal Devoted to Ezra Pound Scholarship 28 (1999):
149-172.

%6 Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 191.
37 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1,392-393.
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58
JYILIU U COJIbET YETIOBEUYECTBO ).

Going further still, Khlebnikov lends radio semi-conscious qualities and personifies
it as a “great magician” and an entity that serves as a spiritual rallying point for a nation in
revolutionary upheaval. Khlebnikov predicts radio’s essential role not just in human
education or political progress, but suggests that it will be to consciousness and thought as
power plants are to electricity, warning that even “the slightest disruption of Radio
operations would produce a spiritual blackout throughout the entire country, a temporary
loss of its consciousness.”

Part poetic reverie, part utopian program, Khlebnikov’s sketch outlines radio’s
potential with such imaginative reach that it continues to surface in the work of today’s
sound culture and radio art theorists.®” What has not been acknowledged, however, is the
continuity between this essay and Khlebnikov’s larger poetic aims: those qualities of early
wireless sound which fascinate him the most—its instantaneous negation of space, the
bypassing of slow interpretation and rational thought, and its affective and emotional
intensity—are equally relevant to the poetic theory of his manifestos, as well as to many
poetic texts written after this paean to broadcasting. For instance, the idea of a unified

humanity is equally often stressed in Khlebnikov’s descriptions of zaum: “Zaum language

is the embryo of the coming world language. Only it can unite the people.”®" And, much

3% Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 195.

59 1. o . .
Ibid. “[...] masneiimas octanoBka paboThl Paguo BeI3Basia Obl TyXOBHBIN 0OMOPOK BCEil CTpaHbI,
BPEMEHHYIO yTpaTy €10 CO3HaHUs.”

% See, for instance, Joe Milutis, Ether: The Nothing That Connects Everything (Minneapolis:
University of Minnesota Press, 2006), Allen S. Weiss, Experimental Sound and Radio (Cambridge,
MA: MIT Press, 2001), and Franco Berardi, After the Future (Oakland, CA: AK Press, 2011).

61 . N . .
Khlebnikov, “Nasha osnova,” 175. “3ayMHBlii S3bIK €CTh TPSIYIIUH MUPOBOH S3bIK B 3apO/IBIIIIE.
ToJBKO OH MOXKET COEAUHUTE JIIOIEH.”

69



like zaum, the sense of community and mutual understanding that radio is expected to
produce will rely not only on conscious and rational thought, but on sounds calibrated to
impact the unconscious (we may here again recall Gastev’s faith in such telepathic
communication as a threat to literature as such). In other words, the modern medium of
radio draws on equally archaic, and even primal, roots as Khlebnikov’s “incantatory” zaum
word, which is mirrored by his depiction of broadcast as a “sorcerer” [charovatel’]: “The
use of beyonsense language in charms and incantations, where it dominates and displaces
the language of sense, shows that it has a special power over human consciousness.”®*
Both act through the unconscious, vibrational effects of sound on mind and body. In the
present essay, Khlebnikov goes so far as to suggest that radio programs can not only
telepathically disseminate images and thoughts, but exert an involuntary kinetic effect
through carefully chosen sounds:
W3BecTHO, 4TO HEKOTOPBIE 3BYKH, KaK ‘s’ ¥ ‘CH’, MOJBIMAIOT MBIILICYHYIO
CIIOCOOHOCTB, MHOT/Ia B IIECTH/IECATH YETHIPE Pa3a, CTyIIas €€ Ha HeKOTOPBIH
NPOMEXYTOK BpeMeHHU. B 1HM 000CTpeHus Tpyaa, JeTHEH CTpaibl, IIOCTPOHKH
OONBIIMX 37aHUI 3TH 3BYKH OyAyT pacchuiaThes Panmo mo Bceli crpane, Ha MHOTO
pas3 moapIMasi ee CUILy.
It is a known fact that certain notes, such as ‘lia’ and ‘si’, increase muscular
capacity, sometimes as much as sixty-four times, since they thicken the muscle for
a certain length of time. During periods of intense hard work such as summer

harvests or during the construction of great buildings, these sounds will be

broadcast by Radio over the entire country, increasing its strength many times

OVGI‘.64

Although Khlebnikov’s prediction—qualified by the pseudoscientific parameter “sixty-

four times”—seems outlandish, scholars have convincingly documented that early Soviet

62 1o .
Ibid., 174. “To, 9TO B 3aKIMHAHUIX, 3aTOBOPAX 3ayMHBIN S3BIK TOCIIOJICTBYET U BHITECHSIET
pa3yMHBIN, T0Ka3bIBaET, YTO Y HETO 0co0as BJIaCTh HaJ CO3HAHUEM.”

5 Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 194.
% Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 395.
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radio inspired a pervasive interest in sound’s psychophysical effects. The sociologist
Dmitri Zakharine, for instance, has shown that in early radio broadcasts, as well as in
sound film and newsreels, speaker voices were often not chosen at random, or simply
transmitted ‘as is’, but electro-acoustically enhanced to achieve a certain “symbolism of
bass-heavy voices.” Such voices were seen as suggesting “mass, groundedness, and local
ties—a telluric power emanating from the ground.”® Even at this early stage, discerning
acoustic engineers optimized electronic sound for propaganda purposes, aware of its
impact on both mind and body. And recent studies in psychology and physiotherapy
suggest a curious correlation—similar to that described by Khlebnikov—between the
intensity of musical or verbal stimulation and muscular contractions or the state of the
nervous sys‘[ern.66
In a further parallel between radio and zaum, the instantaneity and omnipresence of
radio sound concerns not only the present day, but also the past. Radio—described as a
universal storage medium of human data, experience, and feelings in “Radio of the
Future”—also implies that all of history and all of space could converge in broadcast’s
radical “now.” This association of radio with the ancient historical past recalls media
theorist Marshall McLuhan’s assertion that radio “is a profound, archaic force, a time bond

with the most ancient past and long-forgotten experience.”®’ Even more evocatively,

McLuhan suggests that radio, as a technological memory device, allows us to perceive

5 Dmitri Zakharine, unpublished talk entitled “Vocal Cannons-Cannonvoices: The Semantics of
Low Voice Frequencies in War und Disaster Reports” (2011).

% See, for instance, Lisa M. Marichal and Molly K. Veen, “The Effect of Verbal Commands on
Muscle Performance” (Masters Thesis, Grand Valley State University, 1996) and A. Wigram and
L. Weekes, “The Effect of Low Frequency Sound and Music on Muscle Tone and Circulation,”
Self and Society: An International Journal for Humanistic Psychology 1 (1991): 24-29.

7 McLuhan, Understanding Media, 301.

71



“tradition [in] the sense of a total past as now.”®® Khlebnikov’s independently developed
views echo McLuhan’s ideas, which were inspired by a mythologizing view of sound as
capable of uniting and enfolding listeners in a tribal communal consciousness. Khlebnikov,
too, sought to unite his interest in ancient forms of culture, such as incantations and spells,
with his fascination for radio.

This interest in how sound—especially electronically amplified and transmitted
sound—bypasses conscious understanding and appeals to more ancient patterns of
experience resembles the idea of “auditory imagination” of T. S. Eliot, another writer
famously both captivated by and involved with broadcasting. “What I call the ‘auditory
imagination’,” Eliot wrote, “is the feeling for syllable and rhythm, penetrating far below
the conscious levels of thought and feeling, invigorating every word; sinking to the most
primitive and forgotten, returning to the origin and bringing something back, seeking the
beginning and the end. It works through meanings, certainly, or not without meanings in
the ordinary sense, and fuses the old and obliterated and the trite, the current, and the new

and surprising, the most ancient and the most civilized mentality.”®

Though the product of
a different literary tradition, Eliot’s reflections place a similar stress on sound’s atavistic
function, on its ability to guide us past the current surface meaning of words to an earlier,
more primitive, and universal incantatory function of language.

Despite these parallels between Khlebnikov’s radio fantasy and his poetic theory,

scholars have not used Khlebnikov’s “Radio of the Future” to contextualize the intensely

aural works written during his last months. The essay is typically read either as part of

% Ibid.

% T.S. Eliot, The Use of Poetry and the Use of Criticism: Studies in the Relation of Criticism to
Poetry in England (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1933), 111.
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Khlebnikov’s technological and architectural visions, or as an altogether unrelated piece of
agitational writing. Thus, Julia Vaingurt suggests that “Radio of the Future” differs
drastically from other utopian essays by the poet because it serves to promote the state-run
telegraph agency and is marked by an unusual agitational style.”’ Anindita Banerjee’s
characterization, by contrast, captures the essay’s continuity with similar essays, which
combine poetic elements with suggestions for change and are “polymorphous sketches,

71
”"" There are no

straddling science fiction, policy initiatives, and architectural projects.
indications that the text was in fact written at the request of the ROSTA organization,
especially as Khlebnikov was no longer working as a contributing writer, serving instead
as a night watchman. Furthermore, not only are other works written at this time, including
numerous poems, marked by an “agitational” quality and a clarity quite remote from
Khlebnikov’s more esoteric zaum experiments, but his radio essay also clearly speaks to a
broader interest in radio during these months. For instance, the prose fragment “Ah, a
mermaid!” (“A, rusalka”)—whose title already suggests a highly lyrical and imaginative
setting—expresses the same belief in radio’s ability to unite humanity: “Thus the spark of
thought ended the struggle between the city and the village. And now we are building our
community on the laws of sound. The citizens of the residential sails of a sound-city,
populated by people of the wave and the whistling of someone’s voice, we are flying into

universal space” (“Tak 61eckoM MBICIH KOHYHIIACh O0phOa ropoaa u aepeBHH. Y BOT MbI

CTPOUM Halle O6H.I€)I(I/ITI/IC Ha 3aKOHAax 3BYKa. Fpaxc):[aHe JKHUJIBIX TTApyCOB Iopoa-3BYyKa,

7 Julia Vaingurt, Wonderlands of the Avant-Garde; Technology and the Arts in Russia of the 1920s
(Evanston, I11.: Northwestern University Press, 2013), 125.

"' See Anindita Banerjee, We Modern People: Science Fiction and the Making of Russian
Modernity (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2012), 80. The fact that the text was
indeed written with Khlebnikov’s employer in mind is supported by the fact that “ROSTA” is used
instead of “radio” in an earlier draft. See Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 195.
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HaCeJICHHBIE JIFOIbMH BOJIHBI M CBHCTBI YbETO-TO TOJIOCA, HECEMCS] MBI B MHPOBOE
2 72
MIPOCTPAHCTBO”).

Despite this optimistic and egalitarian vision of radio communication,
Khlebnikov’s zeal for radio at times verges on the dystopian. Especially in hindsight, his
embrace of radio’s centralizing role and its protean ability to control not only the nation’s
thought processes, but also the recipients’ sense of smell and taste, implies a naive trust in
radio’s impartiality. Not surprisingly, scholars have taken Khlebnikov to task for ascribing
to radio a disinterested self-sufficiency apart from the exigencies of political power. Julia
Vaingurt, for instance, claims that the essay “unwittingly exposes how such vast power
over people’s consciousness can be misused, how coveted information can give way to
misinformation, manipulation, and indoctrination.””

Indeed, the essay’s description of radio broadcasting reveals a central ambiguity:
on the one hand, the apparatus is depicted as a passive medium that “obeys” the volition of
a violinist or a writer. Khlebnikov predicts that poets and musicians, for instance, will be
able to freely interact with the medium:

K CJIOBY, BEIHOIIICHHOMY B THIIIH U OJIMHOYECTBE, K €0 OBIOIIMM KIII0YaM,
NPUYACTHIACK BCs cTpaHa. [lokopHee, 4eM CTpyHBI IO MajJbliaMK CKpHIIaya,
’eJe3Hble npudops! Pamno OymyT roBOpUTH U METh, TOBUHYSCH €I0 BOJIEBBIM
ynapam.”!

its words, brought forth in silence and solitude, and their welling springs, were
shared in communion by the entire country. More obedient than strings beneath a

violinist's hand, the metallic apparatus of Radio will talk and sing, obeying its pulse
of volition.”

2 Khlebnikov, “A, Rusalka!”, in Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 5, 223.
7 Vaingurt, Wonderlands of the Avant-Garde, 125.

™ Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 194.

7 Khlebnikov, Collected Works, vol. 1, 395.
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As such an impartial and “obedient” amplifier, radio affords artists a sense of volition that
safeguards their creative freedom. It is the poets and musicians themselves who here
enchant the country, giving it “the song of the sea and the whistling of the wind” [dal ei
penie moria i svist vetra].

And yet, the radio is also characterized as an “auto-voice” [samoglas], a neologism
that suggests an ominously controlling and mechanical voice. For instance, the text
compares the main radio tower to an “iron castle” [zheleznyi zamok] from which a
commander bellows instructions at his iron underlings: “Radio throws the rays of this song

to its many metallic singers: sing, iron!”’®

“Pamuo OpOCHIIO JTy4YH 3TOM ECHU CBOMM
JKeJTe3HBIM TeBIaM: 101, skene30!”).”” And the image of radio as a great “sorcerer”
[charodei i charovatel'], able to trick listeners into experiencing sensory hallucinations,
connotes deception and trickery.

Despite these contradictions, Khlebnikov—hardly oblivious to the Soviet state’s
appetite for propaganda after serving stints at two ROSTA departments and as a Red Army
cultural attaché—arguably makes a deliberate choice by situating radio in his own
mythopoetic world and bracketing its political role.”® Khlebnikov had embraced the
popular uprising in 1917, in part because, as Raymond Cooke suggests, the “social and

political democratization which the revolution had as its aim mirrored the aesthetic

democratization which was associated with the Cubo-Futurist movement.”’”’ But while

7 Ibid.
7 Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 194.

™ A draft of the essay used the word “ROSTA” instead of “radio,” both in the title and throughout
the text. Khlebnikov’s replacement also suggests a deliberate move away from the medium’s
specific political utility, toward a more abstract and poetically relevant entity.

" Cooke, Velimir Khlebnikov, 36.
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many of his texts contributed to revolutionary culture, Khlebnikov’s writing also retained
an ambiguity regarding the state and its authority that made it less suitable for overtly
propagandistic purposes (and, in the years after his death, even led to accusations of anti-
Soviet sentiments).*” We might well say the same of his radio essay, and of related texts
touching on the medium. Thus, radio is here not highlighted as a distinctly Soviet
achievement, or, in fact, as a technological triumph that emanates from any kind of state
power: the “activities of the government” [dela viasti] are one of many transmitted
contents. Khlebnikov’s lexicon also repeatedly veers into the religious, equivocating radio
with a “daily spiritual wave” [ezhesutochnaia dukhovnaia volna] washing over the country
and describing the future radio performer as giving communion [prichashchat'|—an idea
that also recalls the hieratic role of artists Khlebnikov outlines in the essay.
Khlebnikov even envisions a use of radio sound that runs counter to established

power relationships, and downplays the medium’s centralizing and authoritarian role, a
fact that emerges evocatively from an unpublished draft version of his radio essay. Here
Khlebnikov proposes adopting auditory stimuli as a freely harmonizing principle that could
guide Soviet workers—especially in what he refers to as “higher spheres” of work,
presumably the arts and sciences—to equal results without direct coercion and orders:

We must be careful with the word such and such a decree [prikaz takoi-to].

Because higher forms of work do not comply with commands, and instead the

command will bring about an incorrect result from the lower spheres of work. We

are witnessing a childish game of commands nowadays. But there is another way.

Just as the sounds of one string set ringing another string that is marked by an equal

number of vibrations and equally tuned, so the higher working waves of one person
can trigger working waves of equal height in his neighbors without a command.®'

% Cooke notes that Soviet critics’ attitude toward Khlebnikov shifted between the late 1920s and
the early 1930s, the interval that saw the gradual publication of the five-volume Collected Works,
resulting in accusations of aestheticism. Ibid., 2.

' RGALL fond 157, op. 1, ed. khr. 64, p. 102. Cited in V. P. Grigor'ev, Budetlianin, 200.
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Here Khlebnikov’s earlier theories about the zaum word, which creates mutual
understanding through certain sonic vibrations, resurface: the draft passage reveals even
more fully that radio sound wields both a neuro-physiological and an intellectual
harmonizing effect. This, to be sure, does not excuse Khlebnikov from a certain political
naivety. But what I have tried to suggest is that his treatment of wireless sounds—with all
the manifold contacts, correspondences, and “tunings” they enable—emphasizes the
liberating aspects of sonic communications, while eliding their direct political utility.
Due to his early death, “Radio of the Future” remained Khlebnikov’s only text to
overtly discuss broadcasting, and it is all too tempting to speculate about how the
introduction of regular broadcasting and artistic programming would have further
transformed his poetic theory and practice. Nevertheless, his late verse, and in particular
his last long poem “Blue Fetters” (“Sinie okovy,” 1921-22) already reflects the new
aurality ushered in by sound media such as radio—and the ensuing need to reach the

reader’s ears in a transformed literary idiom.

Wireless Sound in Khlebnikov’s “Blue Fetters”
Khlebnikov wrote numerous long, expansive, and prosodically unconventional
poetic works between 1919 and 1922 that implement all manner of zaum sounds. Among
the last and most significant of these lyrical epics are “Ladomir,” “Blue Fetters,” and

“Zangezi,” for which Khlebnikov invented the genre of the “supertale” [sverkhpovest'].

“Heo6xoauMo OBITH OCTOPOKHBIM CO CIOBOM npuKa3 maxoii-mo. [10ToMy 9TO BBICIINE BHIBI
TpyJa He IOJYMHSIOTCS IPUKa3y, 1 BMECTO HUX MPUKA3 MOJyYaeT MOACNIKY U3 HU3IIel o0acTu
Tpyna. Celiuac HabmOMaeTCs AETCKasl UTpa B MPHUKA3bL. 31eCh €CTh Apyroi myTh. Kak ogHa cTpyHa
CBOMM 3BYYaHHEM BBI3bIBACT 3ByYaHUE JIPYTOM, OJMHAKOBOT'O C HEH YnCIIa KoJeOaHuid, 0OJMHAKOBO
HACTPOCHHOM, TaK U BBICOKUE TPYJOBBIE BOJIHBI OJJHOI'O YEJIOBEKa CAMUM CBOUM 3BYYaHHUEM MOTYT
0e3 mpuKasa BBHI3BIBATH OJIMHAKOBBIE 10 BRICOTE TPYAOBBIE BOJIHEI coceneit.”
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“Zangezi” is particularly telling for how these works explore sound as a formative element:
the poem’s prophetic speaker ascends twenty-two planes of human knowledge, each
exemplified by a different form of cacophonous, pre-linguistic “language,” such as the
onomatopoeic song of birds, the language of the gods, and Khlebnikov’s own zaum “‘star
language” [zvezdnyi iazyk].

The scholar Vladimir Markov has called these unwieldy examples of the poema
“encyclopedias” for their effort to encompass a multitude of time zones, geographical
coordinates, cultural and linguistic worlds in a roaming odic form.* And Harsha Ram
convincingly claims that Khlebnikov’s poetry “can be read as the most ambitious attempt
at resuscitating the imperial sublime since the impasse of elegiac romanticism.”** But the
sublime inspiration of Khlebnikov’s poetic personas—their ability to effortlessly “tune in”
to diverse points of Russian geography, to vividly combine the real with the imaginary,
and to “broadcast” their voice—is equally indebted to the enrapturing qualities of the ether.
These poems enact a return to poetry’s historical roots in public oral recitation and chants,
but, composed during the peak of Khlebnikov’s fascination with radio and the disembodied
voice, they also capture his interest in electronically amplified sounds. Although the word
“radio” does not appear in these texts, they echo Khlebnikov’s manifestos through the
abundance of concepts from the semantic field of broadcast, such as wave [volna], noise
[shum], wire [provoloka], and wireless [bez provolochek].

One of the pioneers of literary sound studies, Adelaide Morris, has suggested that

%2 Vladimir Markov, The Longer Poems of Velimir Khlebnikov (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1962), 195.

% Harsha Ram, The Imperial Sublime: A Russian Poetics of Empire (Madison: University of
Wisconsin Press, 2003), 233. See also by the same author: “The Poetics of Empire: Velimir
Khlebnikov between Empire and Revolution,” in Social Identities in Revolutionary Russia, ed.
Madhavan Palat (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2001), 209-231.
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the modernist epic was generally a noisy, aurally saturated affair that owed much of its
resurgence to the growing ubiquity of radio and related sound media. She argues that “the
rise, flourishing, and fading of the modernist epic can be calibrated to the rise, dominance,
and supersession of acoustical technologies” and notes that the “epic of secondary
orality—the modernist epic—engages with the newly energized ear of its audience with a

phonotext that is particularly jagged, insistent, and insinuating.”*

Morris largely focuses
on American Imagist poets such as Ezra Pound and H.D., who were writing during the
heyday of Anglo-American radio. But her attempt to devise a descriptive vocabulary for
such radio-inspired texts suggests that literary responses to the medium were marked by
commonalities that transcend local particularities: writers responded to the novelty of
sound regardless of the particular historical shape and uses of early sound media.
Khlebnikov, too, opened his writing to the logic of electronic sound, with broadcast as the
dominant influence, because he intuitively understood that it suited his poetic explorations
of diffuse, yet connected languages, landscapes, and historical traditions. By absorbing the
feel of radio broadcasts and the effects of sound montage into literary texts, his modernist
epic attempts to replicate the radical new sense of instantaneity and omnipresence that
radio offered.

Unlike Khlebnikov’s other longer works, “Blue Fetters” has rarely been analyzed at
length, nor have its aural characteristics been studied. The poem’s biographical subtext is

widely known: it pays homage to the family of the merchant Mikhail Siniakov, a patron

figure whose five daughters served as free-spirited muses to a whole generation of Russian

8 Adelaide Morris, “Sound Technologies and the Modernist Epic: H.D. on the Air,” in Sound
States: Innovative Poetics and Acoustical Technologies (Chapel Hill: The University of North
Carolina Press, 1997), 34 and 36.
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avant-garde poets and artists. From 1909 to 1920, their home in Krasnaia Poliana, near
Kharkov, regularly hosted an impressive cross-section of Russian literary circles, including
Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky, Pasternak, Nikolai Aseev, and the Burliuk brothers; Lilia Brik
even referred to it as the place where Russian Futurism was born.* The poem also alludes
to a prolonged stay in the Far East by Nikolai Aseev and his wife Oksana Siniakova, one
of the five sisters, and was written in March—April 1922, in Moscow, after the couple’s
return. Vladimir Markov somewhat overstates the poem’s private subtext by claiming that
“the poem should be considered the property of Aseev, for many passages have meaning

86 Its wide-ranging themes and imagery also reflect

only to him and his wife’s family.
Khlebnikov’s own diverse cultural and geographic preoccupations and his wide travels
through Russia, the Caucasus, and the Near East in 1916-21. But more importantly, the
poem captures the events of the Civil War and celebrates the liberating aspects of the
Russian Revolution. Khlebnikov associates the victory over a repressive social order with
replacing written, literary language through a sound-based alternative: the poem outlines
his vision of a harmonious cosmos based on live, sonic communication across distances.
Throughout “Blue Fetters,” both interpersonal relationships and the workings of the

natural world are characterized in distinctly aural terms. The text begins by sonically

evoking Khlebnikov’s personal memories of conversations at Krasnaia Poliana: “The blues

% See, for instance, Lilia Brik’s description of the sisters: “CHHsKOBBIX Is1Th cecTep. Kaxmas u3
HUX M0-CBOeMY KpacuBa. JKuiin OHU paHbliie B XapbKOBe, OTEll Y HUX ObUT YePHOCOTEHEII, & MaTh
YeJOBEK MmepeoBoii u 6e360xHuna. Jlouepu 6poauiIa 1o Jiecy B XUTOHAX, C PACIYICHHBIMH
BOJIOCAMH U CBOEU HE3aBUCHUMOCTBIO M SKCIICHTPUYHOCTBHIO CMYIIANU BCIO OKpYTy. B ux nome
ponwics ¢pytypusm. Bo Bcex moouepenno Obu1 BitoOseH XieOHukoB, B Hanto — [actepHak, B
Maputo — Bypitok, Ha Oxkcane xxenmiics Acee.” In Lilia Brik, Pristrastnye rasskazy (Nizhnii
Novgorod: DEKOM, 2003), 31-32. For more on Khlebnikov’s interactions with the Siniakov
sisters and their role in the poem, see L. V. Spesivtseva, “Zhanrovoe svoeobrazie poemy V.
Khlebnikova ‘Sinie okovy’,” Vestnik AGGU 6 (2005): 281-292.

% Markov, The Longer Poems of Velimir Khlebnikov, 194.
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in blue caught fly by fly, / Indifferent to it all — Kutia’s voice, / Evening. / Beyond the
garden, beyond the street, a murmur to the tune of ‘cha’: / ‘So has the child come flying?’”
(“Cunue B cuHeM MyXy 3a MyXxoii 1oBuiu, / Ko Bcemy paBHoay1HbI — 1 rostocy Kyru, //
Beuep. 3a cagom, 3a ynureit, roop Ha ‘ya’: / ‘Uu gano crona npuneteno?’”), but also

registers his excitement at the return of his close friends: “The bees have woven a wagon! /

The swallows sang ‘tsivit’’!” (“ITuensl Tenery crutenu! / Jlactouku nenu ‘UUBUTH! ).

Such sound imagery—words that both describe sonorous things and are themselves
richly audible—also link the poem’s more private themes (Khlebnikov’s past and present
relationships with his friends) to its broader epic aspirations. In the space of a few lines,
the text transitions from the hushed sounds of an intimate evening conversation to an
auditory vision—a term whose visual genealogy makes it strangely incongruous in this
context—of the clamor of liberated nations:

Bbyzaer nopa, u Oyner Benuk
['onoc — Mopst meperbITh

W 3amaratb MOpCKHE MOJBI —
Kpacnoii [TonstHbl

JIecHBIM romakom,

O koM

Peun HecyTcs ot kpast 10 kpas,
UYro OpoiieHo UMu “y M u”

U3 ymupas.

U sTa BecTh manblie U OOJbIIIE,
Jlanplile 1 Jansblie,

IMTansuamu Ionpim,

UepHbIx 1 O€IBIX HAPOJIOB
YHOCHUT 1aabl

%7 Velimir Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” Tvoreniia, edited by V. P. Grigor'ev and A. E. Parnis
(Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1986), 363. Compare Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 374-
375. For the reading below, | have chosen the text of the 1986 edition by V. P. Grigor'ev and A. E.
Parnis, which is based on the handwritten fair copy held at the Russian State Archive of Literature
and Art (RGALI). In comparison to the 2014 edition by R. V. Duganov, which I cite for
comparison where applicable, the earlier version retains numerous examples of illogical and
ambiguous use of commas, hyphens, and enjambment—deliberate, in my view, given the inherent
sonic ambiguity of the poem.

81



B romyOsie psapl,

HaponoB, Hecymuxcst B Ipa3IHAYHOM LIyMe

Be3 IpOBOIOYEK H IPOBONOUEK."

[The time will come and there will be a great / Voice: to swim — through seas / And

to shake up the ocean’s floors / Of Krasnaia Poliana / In a forest dance, / About

which / Talk travels from edge to edge. / That they have taken “umi” / From

umiraia. / And this news farther and greater, / Farther and farther, / By the fingers

of Poland / Of black and of white peoples / Carries harmonies away / Into blue

ranges / Of peoples, flying in celebratory noise / Without wires and delays.]
The rapid movements of fingers across white and black keys suggests that these lines are
partly anchored in an auditory memory of a piano performance.*’ This literal reading of
hands sliding from edge to edge on the keyboard is deftly overlaid, however, with the
meaning of news traveling sonically from one end of the country to the other. The defining
event on Khlebnikov’s mind, both here and elsewhere in the poem, is the Red Army’s
victory over the provisional White Army governments in Omsk, Irkutsk, and Vladivostok,
which resulted in the execution of General Kolchak. This theme of the Bolsheviks’
triumph over their foes clearly emerges from the poem’s otherwise associative series of
unrelated images, and is linked to its broader vision of liberated, peaceful co-existence.
Khlebnikov’s interest in the Far East is also motivated by the fact that David Burliuk,
Nikolai Aseev, and other Russian futurists lived in the region during the events
described.”® And with his interest in bridging Slavic and Far Eastern culture, the Red Army

revolt in Vladivostok was particularly meaningful for Khlebnikov given the intervention of

Japanese military forces. Though he returns to these events later in the poem, they are here

8 Grigor'ev, Budetlianin, 363-364. See Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 375.

% The Khlebnikov scholar R. V. Duganov suggests that “Polish fingers” are a likely allusion to the
pianist N. M. Siniakova-Picheta (1889-1975), one of Boris Pasternak’s muses and love interests.
See Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 504.

90 . . . . . . . .
For an overview of Russian futurism during these historical events, see Nina V. Davitadze,

“Futurizm na dal'nem vostoke,” Gumanitarnye Issledovaniia v Vostochnoi Sibiri i na Dal'nem
Vostoke 4 (2009): 82-87.

82



already encapsulated in a pun: “they have taken “umi” / From umiraia.” Extracting the
morpheme umi—most closely related to the word um for “mind” or “intellect”—from the
word “umiraia” (“dying,” from umirat"), suggests immortality and produces the additional
sense of “paradise” (Russian rai) promised by Communist rule. And iz umiraia contains
the proleptic echo of a later, more explicit reference to the Japanese support: prodelki
samuraia.

A further theme goes hand in hand with this imagery of victory and freedom:
Khlebnikov’s dream of replacing ossified written language—and the culture of the book as
such, as a symbol for a repressive social order—with a new sound-based idiom, the “live
word” [zhivoe slovo]. Imagining his friends’ gradual journey back to Moscow, Khlebnikov
casts their various experiences as ephemeral sound impressions and equates aural
transmission with carrying water in one’s palm, metaphorically interweaving sound and
water (sky and ocean) in a way that structures the poem throughout:

B nanonsix nonectu, — [...]

Ty cuHeBy 3a1uBa, 4TO IPOBOJIOKOM NyTEN Aanede

Hckana ciyxa mymy Oypb

U B3BU3roB JacTOUEK MOJETY,

U cyneii oThIcKaTh AJIs BKyca JIACTOUYEK THE3[a MOPCKOTO.

U B yxo0 Bcei ctpansl Bangas, —

I'ne Beuepom MoOCKBa rOpUT CEPEKKOM, —

IllenHyTh IPOJCIKH caMypas

[To deliver in your palms // That blue of the gulf, which, like a wire of paths afar /
Sought hearing for the noise of gales / And for the flight of swallows’ shrieks / And
to find judges for the taste of swallows of the ocean’s nest. / And into the ear of the
whole country of Valdai / Where Moscow glows like an earring in the evening, /
To whisper the feats of the Samurai]

A series of natural events are here translated into sound—the “flight of the swallows’

shrieks” and the “noise of gales”—as are numerous historical allusions, such as the

! Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 368. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 382.
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samurai’s feats and other figures listed in close proximity to these lines. They themselves
demand to be channeled and delivered to the nation’s ears. In a way that recalls his radio
manifesto, Khlebnikov describes an aural communion through wireless forms of sound and
speech that drift across large distances. The poem’s speaker conjures a loosely connected
sound-montage that reflects the ethnically heterogeneous inhabitants, remote geographic
locales and various historical periods of Russia, channeling and returning them into the
“country’s ear” [v ukho strany] as a single wave of sound from the Valdai Hills. In another
characteristic feature of the poem, Khlebnikov thus also fuses personal impressions with a
public reception, the private with the historical realm.

Khlebnikov favorably compares this kind of public listening within a multi-voiced
historical and natural cosmos to the limitations of printed language. Indeed, the book
format itself is portrayed as antithetical to lived experience expressed through a “live
word” [zhivoe slovo]:

YMeeM HanMcaTh CJI0Ba JII00bIE
Ha xnanOurie cocHOBOI IpeBECUHBI.
51 Bepro, MHOTHE HE CTPYCAT
Bapyr HanucaTh YepHUIaMU YE€PHUIT
Pycanky, 60xecTBoO,
N Bech Hapoa, TOHUMBIN CTpaXEH KHUT,
[Tepuatkoii Oemnoit OKOJIOTOYHBIX. >
[We have learned to write any words / On the cemetery of pine lumber. / I believe
that many will not be scared to / Suddenly write with ink of inks / Mermaid,
divinity, / The entire nation, hounded by the books’ patrol, / As by the white glove
of the district policeman.]
Here Khlebnikov depicts the book as a “cemetery of pine lumber,” where paper serves as a

patient receptacle for dead and senseless language (expressions such as “divinity” or

“mermaid”). Worse, paper patiently records reactionary and oppressive ideas that give

2 Ibid., 368. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 383.
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books the status of a “guardsman” watching over the nation—an allusion to religious or
legal texts. The related metaphor of the “white glove,” another reference to the book,
doubles as an allusion to the White Army and heightens Khlebnikov’s association of print
culture with conservatism and social injustice. The poem opposes it to a different kind of
writing that brings a “living word” into a cosmos animated by sound:

He B Tpuzne

CoceH 1 JIecoB,

He Ha notoMcTBe neconuieH

W ne Ha knagbuiie cocHoBoM Oopa, —

A B KW3HH, KH3HU,

Ha panyre Becenbs B30pa,

Ha BoiHax MMJIBIX FOJOCOB

Ckopo, cioko

KopsiBblii mouepk

Haueprarts

W, xpuknys: «Hu ueptal» —

B rna3za B3rIsiHyTh TOPOIOBOTO, —

CBHUCTOK B ymIax, Be/ib UILIETCS AKHUBOE CIIOBO,
A C 3TUM cCOpUTCS 3aKOH

W natut cBoit cypoBslii T11a3 B 6oka!
Haveprana coObiTuit a30yka —
YKuBBIC IO BMECTO 6€10r0 ucTa.””

[Not in the funeral feast / Of pines and woods, / Not in the progeny of sawmills, —/
But in life, life, / In the rainbow of a glance’s joy, / On the waves of pleasant
voices / Quickly, hastily, / To trace / A clumsy script / And, shouting “no way!” —/
To stare into the policeman’s eyes —/ A whistling in the ears, for it is the living
word we write, / With this the law disputes / And rolls its strict eyes into the sides!
/ Sketched is the alphabet of events: / Living people instead of a white leaf.]

While this “living word” is uniquely suited for capturing the ephemeral beauty of
the world that the poem rhapsodizes, it also implies the potential for dissent and
revolutionary upheaval by the masses, as this passage itself suggests. Indeed, lines such as
“And, shouting ‘no way!” —/ To stare into the policeman’s eyes — are reminiscent of some

of the agitational verse Khlebnikov wrote in 1921, such as the poem “Toot, scream, ring

% Ibid., 370. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 383-384.
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out!” (“Trubite, krichite, nesite!”), an incensed outcry about the famine in Russia’s south.
There, Khlebnikov uses lines with a similarly violent undertone and likewise highlights the
use of sound to physically impact potentially callous listeners: “I know, the skin of your
ears is taut like the skin of buffalos, / It can only be moved with the cane. // Scream,
scream, raising the tube to your lips!” (“SI 3Ha10, KOXa yI1e# Balux, TO4HO y OyHBOIIOB
MOMUIHBIX, TyTa, / Yl ee MOXXHO JHIIb NaKoi pacTporats. // Kpuunre, kpuunre, K ycram
B3s1B TpyOy!”).”* Yet another example of an image of physically affective sounds is found
in the quatrain “Scratch the world’s ear / With a whip of brand-new words” (“Llapamnait

»).”> The two key words tsarapai and pletka are

MHPOBOIi ciryx / [1eTKoro CBEXHUX CIIOB
marked by an onomatopoetic quality reinforced by the subsequent fricatives z4 and kh,
suggesting aggression through the semantics as well as phonetics of these lines. The
reappearance of these threateningly sonorous intonations in Khlebnikov’s lyrical epic casts
further doubt on the assumption that his agitational verse were born of necessity and only a
passing preoccupation.

Khlebnikov does not invoke radio directly in the poem; he contrasts the inert and
inauthentic book medium primarily with the “temporal dynamism and the spatial diversity”
of the living, breathing natural world and a revived folkloric tradition.’® Nor does his
“living word” refer strictly to articulated speech; it also encompasses the elusive

symbolism of flowing rivers, blossoming trees and other signs of natural life: “In the book

of noon, just now / A swallow sang ‘tsivit’” (“B kaure nonass, ceifuac / Jlacrouka nena

% Khlebnikov “Trubite, krichite, nesite!”, Tvoreniia, 155.
% Khlebnikov, “Tsarapai mirovoi slukh,” Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 2, 254.

% Cooke, 178.
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‘ausuts!””).”” But Khlebnikov’s natural poetic cosmos is also animated by a host of
metaphors, which, in sum, point toward electronic transmissions of sounds and speech: the
songs of the birds that traverse the countryside, the buzzing of bees, the clouds crossing the
skies, the roaring waves of the rivers and oceans. They resemble, for instance, the nature
similes Khlebnikov invokes to describe the medium in “Radio of the Future”: “Like the
passage of birds in spring, flocks of news from the life of the spirit spread out” (“Iloxoxue
Ha BECEHHUI MPOJIET MTHUII, Pa3HOCATCS CTau BecTel u3 xu3Hu ayxa”). And their proximity
to electronic transmissions is further suggested by the word “wave” [volna] and “wave-
like™® [volnuiushchii], which are used ten times, nearly always in proximity to other sound
vocabulary, such as “voice” [golos] or “song” [pesnia]—themselves used four and three
times each—and the sonorous speech of a diverse set of tribes and nationalities. Indeed,
these peoples’ liberation from war and oppression itself is encapsulated in a sonic pun that
alludes to wireless communications:

U 5ta BecTh Aamnblue U 6osble

Jlanplile 1 Jansblie,

IMTansuamu Ionpim,

YepHbIX U OeNbIX HAPOJOB

YHOCHUT 1aabl

B romyOsie psapl,

Haponos, Hecynuxcs B npa3gAHUYHOM IIyMe

be3 mpoBosiouek 1 MpoBOJIOYEK.

[And this news farther and greater, / Farther and farther, / By the fingers of Poland

/ Of black and of white peoples / Carries harmonies away / Into blue ranges / Of

peoples, flying in celebratory noise / Without wires and delays. |

These lines connect barbed wire fences or borders (provoloka) with the electrical wires or

7 Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 371. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 385.

% The Russian gerund “volnuiushchii” (from volnovat’) has the important secondary meaning of
“worrying” or “agitating.”

% Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 363-364. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 375.
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conduits signified by the Russian word’s diminutive form (provolochka). Not only are the
people no longer physically fenced in; their celebratory sounds are also wireless in the
sense of radio speech. The phrase bez provolochek, finally, by shifting the accentual stress,
means “without delay” and reinforces broadcast’s association with instantaneity and
simultaneity.

“Blue Fetters” also expresses this radiophonic logic through Khlebnikov’s
distinctly odic imagery, which adheres to Lomonosov’s conception of the ode as the

“conjoining of distant ideas” [sopriazhenie dalekovatykh idei].'""

Thus, for instance, sound
forms an instantaneous bridge between the epic plane of historical events and the resonant
body:

[Ipuner nopa,

U ciyxoB KOHHHIIA

[To MmocToBoOM yen

101
Hecsich, xombiTOM OyIeT 1IOKATh:

[The time will come, / And a cavalry of rumors / Will rush across the pavement of
ears / Loudly clattering its hooves. ]

In a telegraphically terse style, Khlebnikov here again employs a sonic image to draw
together the historical plane—described as the promise of a new era and the coming of a
military conflict—and the individual bodies of a listening nation, metonymically depicted
as a pavement of ears. The collective’s hearing is violently impacted by the news of these
historical events—or, more precisely, by noises of these events themselves. A similar

passage also endows the “living word” with a stunning effect on listeners that stems not

"% Tyrii Tynianov’s formulation, in “Oda kak oratorskii zhanr,” in Poetika. Istoriia literatury. Kino

(Moscow: Nauka, 1977), 236. Echoing Khlebnikov’s affinity for the didactic and odic tone of the
eighteenth century, Viktor Shklovsky dubbed him the “Lomonosov of modern Russian literature”
(“JlomoHOCOB ceroHsIIHEH pycckoii tuteparypbl’) in Gamburgskii schet: stat'i, vospominaniia,
esse 1914-1933 (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1990), 336.

191 K hlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 366. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 378.
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from its ideal meaning content, but from its emotional charge and resulting physical affect:
“And spoken words forced their way into their heads, / They are buzzing in the glass of the
skull” (“U peun Bpesaiuch B UX roioBsy, / B crakane sepena xyxokar”).

Indeed, Khlebnikov’s poem suggests the extent to which such omnipresent and all-
pervasive sound can break down all boundaries between our private lives and historical
reality. In another passage, it is a listener’s nervously tapping fingers—another allusion to
the piano playing of Siniakova-Picheta—that metonymically draw the body into
Khlebnikov’s description of an impending military conflict. Precisely what the line
suggests—a nervous radio-listener tapping along to the echo of the horses’ hooves?—
remains unclear, and the gallop-like rhythm ensures that sound obscures any strictly logical
interpretation. But it is once again the aural logic of these lines themselves that drives
home Khlebnikov’s point: that the individual body is tied to historical events through the
all-pervasiveness of modern (electronic) sounds:

U, BBICTpEIIOM CJIOB CKBO3b KOJBYYTY MOTYAHHS,
MenbKany BeTHKHAE PEKH,

W 6eranu manbIibl JOPOTH CTYYaHUS

+ 103
ITo YCPHBIM U OeapIM JOIICYKaM HOYCH.

[And, like a shot through the chain mail of silence, / Great rivers glimmered, / And
fingers ran the knockings of the road / Across the black and white plaques of the
nights.]
The river mentioned in this quatrain suggests another key to Khlebnikov’s poem:
the connection between moving waters and sonorous speech, as two media carrying

messages across large distances. The dual metaphor of bodies of water and the sky, to

which the title’s “blue fetters” equally apply, is anchored, for example, in a persistent

192 K hlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 366.

19 Ibid., 367. Compare Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 381.
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phonetic play on rech’ (language, speech) and reka (river). The text itself—at 636 lines,
Khlebnikov’s longest poem—is not subdivided into sections (unlike “Zangezi,” for
instance) and features lines of relatively short length, thus resembling an uninterrupted
stream or river. The poem also repeatedly describes oceans and rivers with agitated waves,
paralleled by a sky in motion, crisscrossed by messages and sound-waves. Extending this
analogy, the text can also be seen as a rich “stream” of overlapping sounds in flux. By
diverting attention from the text’s graphic layout, Khlebnikov forces readers to attend more
closely to the ambiguities of its complex aural orchestration and to make meaning of its
montage of disconnected soundbytes.

Indeed, the metric structure and stylistic particulars of the poem underscore the
novel effect of a liberated, radiophonic, and sound-based language. Whereas a primarily
visual outlook is typically concerned with the logical relationship between things, an
acoustic aesthetics reveals illogical links among seemingly unrelated ideas and images.
Sounds are rarely ordered and sequential, but vividly overlap and intersect in time. This
was especially the case in the early age of electronic sound, where acousmatic listening—
exposure to sound without seeing its sources—suddenly placed a far greater interpretive
burden on listeners and requiring, to use German radio theorist Rudolf Arnheim’s

- - - 104
expression, a “new aural education by wireless.”

For Arnheim, radio would require
listeners to learn to distinguish between different sounds, such as the hissing of a snake
from hot steam; but it also led to the realization that “the word is first revealed as sound, as

. . . 105 .
expression, embedded in a world of expressive natural sounds.” ™ Khlebnikov’s poem

embodies this effect by serving up a montage of seemingly unrelated images and thoughts.

1% Arnheim, Radio, 28.
195 Ibid., 27-28.
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The speaker rapidly transitions between memories, real and imagined scenes, locations
both near and far, as well as different historical realities; this ability to “tune in” at will
also exemplifies the instantaneity and omnipresence of radio sound.

In Khlebnikov’s “Blue Fetters,” the speed, associativeness, and emotional intensity
of radio sound are also emphasized through the spare and idiosyncratic use of punctuation
and a general de-emphasis of logical syntactic connections between words. The text
proceeds jumpily, from one image to another, often transitioning by way of sonic puns,
consonance, and assonance, and faint aural echoes, rather than logical links. The relatively
short length of lines, the pronounced use of enjambment to unexpectedly emphasize just
one or two words, and the frequent exclamation marks further heighten this effect.
Moreover, the poem’s aural ambiguity is also due to its highly variable rhythm, which is
even freer and more diverse than in Khlebnikov’s earlier works. According to
Kruchenykh’s apt characterization, “his rhythm is unexpected and asymmetric, by contrast
to the rhythm of the classics, where poems resemble a row of matchboxes. Through the
fragmentariness and asymmetry of his rhythm Khlebnikov stands out even among the
Futurists.”'® And Duganov characterizes it by analogy to Khlebnikov’s “hypertale”
(sverkh-povest') as a ““hyper-free’ polymetric dolnik.”'"” Coupled with Khlebnikov’s
unorthodox use of punctuation (for example, the repeated use of dashes, as though to

introduce heterogeneous speech, but without indication of any speaker), this rhythmic

1% Aleksei Kruchenykh, “Velimir Khlebnikov,” in K istorii russkogo futurizma: vospominaniia i
dokumenty, ed. Nina Gur'ianova (Moscow: Gileia, 2006), 33-34. “[PlutmMuueckuii pucyHox
XneOHUKOBA HEOXKHIAH K ACHMMETPUYCH, B TIPOTHBOIOJIIOKHOCTh PUTMUYECKOMY PHUCYHKY
KJIACCHKOB, TJI€ CTHXU HAIIOMUHAIOT PsiJi CHUYCYHBIX KOPOOOK. JIOMaHOCTBIO U acCHMMeETpUeH
puTMa XJ1eOHUKOB BBIJCISCTCS axe cpenu GyTypucToB.”

7R V. Duganov, commentary in Khlebnikov, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 501. “ITo ananoruu c

XJICOHMKOBCKHM >KaHPOM ‘CBEPXITOBECTH MOYKHO TOBOPHUTH O ‘CBEPXCBOOOJTHOM’
MOJTUMETPHUUYECKOM JIOJIbHUKE.”
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idiosyncrasy creates the sense that nearly each line carries a different intonation, furthering
the illusion of different, unrelated voices brought together within the fabric of the poem.
Indeed, Khlebnikov’s poem also reveals its epic tendency through an attempt to open the
text up to the voices of others and the sounds and slogans of the street. This is done, for
instance, by suddenly interjecting rhythmic, repetitive slogans without a clear origin, such
as: “The devil’s hidden it in his buttonhole? / We’ll get it out! We’ll get it out! / We’ll fish
it out! We’ll fish it out!” (“Yopr ero copsran B netnuiyy? / BeutoBum! Beumosum! /

108

Boerynum! Beryaum!”). ™ Elsewhere, such ‘other’ speech is highlighted by quotation marks

or even intrudes into a single short line: “Laughter:—ai! ai!—hunting for pesky pushy
wasps” (“Cmex:—ait! aif!l—0B HarmpIX HA30MINBBIX oc”).109

The sonic complexity of “Blue Fetters” can also be described using Garrett
Stewart’s concepts of the “phonotext” and “evocalization,” a poetic strategy that readjusts
the categories of orality versus literacy to reveal that printed texts, too, can be oriented
toward being heard, not just read.''” Beyond the graphic line of text, Stewart situates the
“phonotext,” a stream of articulated sound that is implied in any syllabic or phonemic
reading of a text: below (or above) the textual surface, a series of secondary articulatory
possibilities emerge by way of phono-semantic drifts, slippages and dislocations, readings
across word boundaries, unintended secondary meanings, homographs and homophones,

and similar play on words. As Stewart explains, “the phonotext has precisely that degree of

independence from the scriptive aspect of writing which allows for the kinetic, wavering

1% Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 366.
' Ibid., 374.

"% Garrett Stewart, Reading Voices: Literature and the Phonotext (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1990), 26.
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tensions of phonemic reading—especially in a language of such orthographic irregularities
as English.”""! Whether the implied reader reads out loud or silently is of little importance.
For Stewart, even silent reading can stimulate the speech apparatus: “the ‘inner’
articulation—or ‘endophony’—involved in silent reading not only actuates the whole
range of phonemic differentials but latently engages the somatic or muscular activity
whose acoustic result phonetics is designed to chart.”''?

While the phonotext is not an achievement of modernist writing alone, it offers a
new approach to Khlebnikov’s mature work, especially given the implied discourse of
electronic sound reproduction and distribution that I have documented. Khlebnikov’s
penchant for anagrams, homonymic puns, and related word games has often been noted.
His interpreters have not pointed out, however, that these elements are not playful
ornamentation but a deliberate attempt to shift the reader’s focus from the eye to the ear:
by forcing a phonetic reading that disregards lexical boundaries and line divisions, this
concentrated sonic repertory destabilizes and undermines the written and printed text.
Short of abandoning written poetry altogether, Khlebnikov attempts to maximize its
potential for a non-linear, auditory perception. Stewart’s phonotext helps explain the
particularly sonorous dynamics of Khlebnikov’s verse, which not only make abundant use
of thyme (with various degrees of exactitude), alliteration, assonance, and consonance, but
also of the more powerful and deep-reaching “cross-lexical slippages” that Stewart
describes. In “Blue Fetters,” the title itself reveals this overarching poetic device: the
words “Sinie okovy” contain a reference to the Siniakov sisters (“Siniakovy”); but just a

slight adjustment of stress produces an easily understandable neologism with the meaning

" Ibid., 28.
"2 Ibid., 7.
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. . . .. 113
of “blue-eyed ones” (“sin'eOkovye,” compare the Russian word “sineOkii”).

A similarly dense “phonotext” runs through nearly the entire poem, undermining
signification and directly addressing the ear. At times, this disconnect between sound and
meaning is overtly announced: “What thoughtful bird / Will retreat from the meaning of
lines / Reading these sudden lines: / The fall’s blue and you in Vladivostok, / Where the
horse of nights the ridges of mountains” (“Kakast BmymunBas ntuua / [Ipen cmpiciom
CTPOK OTCTYNMThCS Ha mar, / [Ipouts HeuassHHbIE cTpOKU: / OCEHHSS CUHB U BB B
BnaguBocroke, / I'ne konb HOuelt oTporu rop” (sin' i vy/sinevy, Vladivostoke/nochei

14 Because of the poem’s general tendency to elide causal links and punctuation

otrogi).
marks, even segments that are not strictly speaking puns are prone to such phonetic
“blurring.” For instance, the second line of this couplet, ostensibly a relative clause
describing the city of Vladivostok, offers the reader few logical reasons to read the words
separately, instead promoting novel, phonetically motivated agglutinations that transcend
lexical and syntactical boundaries: konnochei otrogigor. Likewise, the above-cited echo
that connects iz umiraia with samuraia across many pages builds a meaningful connection
that is based in sound and requires careful scanning back and forth across the poem’s
phonotext.

It is a truism, of course, that poetry often privileges sonic experimentation,

producing forms of assonance, alliteration, and paranomasia that are both intended and

unintended; in Khlebnikov’s longer poems, however, this effect achieves a pervasiveness

'3 Robin Milner-Gulland suggests that Khlebnikov also signals the bifurcated meaning of okovy
(“fetters”) and ochi (“eyes,” singular oko) by using noticeably larger letters for the “oko” of the
title in the manuscript. While the title’s formatting remains the sole visual clue in the poem, it is
worth remembering that Khlebnikov is also attentive to how graphic notation draws out sonic
ambiguities. Milner-Gulland, “Khlebnikov’s eye,” 214.

"% Khlebnikov, “Sinie okovy,” 381.
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emulated by few of his contemporaries. And the way in which this abundance of sound
serves as an arbiter of meaning in this poem, rather than as an illustration or
ornamentation, also supports my media-historical reading of these works. Khlebnikov’s
return to poetry’s origins in the audible word was driven by his fascination with electronic
sounds, which are both disembodied yet distinctly affect both mind and body.

While he did not personally interact with sound media and his literary practice
remained tied to written texts, Khlebnikov intuited ways to inscribe the new aurality into
his texts and envisions interacting with an audience on the level of sound. And he foresaw
radio’s potential to reconfigure the relationship between poet and audience, individual and
nation, through waves of sound and in an interactive network. Khlebnikov’s lack of
publishing opportunities in the late 1910s and early 1920s is surely an important impulse
for his figurative “raising of the volume.” Khlebnikov’s personal longing to be widely
received—if not in print, then as actual sonic emissions—also motivates his prediction of
radio’s significance for the literary word in “Radio of the Future”: “And the entire country
partakes of the word born out in silence and solitude, of its gushing springs”'"> (“U k
CJIOBY, BBIHOLLICHHOMY B THIIHM U OJJUHOYECTBE, K €0 OBIOIUM KJII0YaM, PUYacTUIACh BCS
crpana”).' 16

In this sense, Khlebnikov’s late work presents another opportunity for revising the
received notion of the poet as an “alchemist” or “mathematician” of the word, turned

inward and away from historical reality, and fundamentally unable to make himself heard.

Viktor Shklovsky, for instance, framed the idea that Khlebnikov might never reach a wider

115 K hlebnikov, “Radio of the Future,” 395.
116 K hlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” 194.
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. . . 117
readership in a sound metaphor: “The reader may perhaps never hear him.”

This myth is
reasserted by a recent scholar, who downplays the epic qualities of “Blue Fetters,” calling
the poem one of Khlebnikov’s most lyrical works and noting that it exemplifies him as the
“master of tenderness, whispers, and moist sounds” (“MacTep HeXHOCTH, IIENOTA U

. . . . 118
BIIQXXHBIX 3BYyKOB”’) as which his contemporaries regarded him.

But despite the poem’s
undeniably lyrical tone, its telegraphic, terse, yet emotionally charged idiom also records
the clamor of the Civil War, as well as the sounds of Soviet agitprop that preoccupied him
in his work for ROSTA. The poem’s unruly, revolutionary gestures, its call to abolish the
written letter of reactionary laws, and its overarching faith of uniting mankind through a
new social order, draw Khlebnikov’s poetic persona far outside his private orbit and show
its proximity to other socially conscious writing of the period, such as Aleksandr Blok’s
response to the October Revolution, the long poem “The Twelve” (“Dvenadtsat’,” 1918).
However naive Khlebnikov’s socio-political enthusiasm, it far transcends the mere desire
to “demonstrate the tremendous, hitherto untapped generative resources of the (Russian)
language,” as Janecek summarizes one overarching goal of the poet’s work.'"

None of Khlebnikov’s contemporaries directly continued the sonorous poetics he
outlines in his later works, which centered around both the concept and the sounds of
wireless communication. Ironically, the reception of these works itself was delayed by

several years: the essay “Radio of the Future” was first published in 1927; “Blue Fetters”

was printed only in 1928. Nevertheless, in the 1920s the desire to transform print culture in

117 . .
Shklovskii, Gamburgskii schet, 337. “Uurarenb, MOXKeT ObITh, €T0 HUKOT'/1a HE YCJBIIIUT.”

"® The characterization of Khlebnikov’s poetic style is drawn from a passage in the memoirs of

Maria Siniakova, one of the five sisters. Cited in Spesivtseva, 283.

19 Janecek, Zaum, 151.
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light of a radical new aurality, and to endow written language with a similar effect of speed
and emotional immediacy, was in the air. In the following chapter, I examine how
Khlebnikov’s fellow futurist poet Vladimir Mayakovsky, encouraged by an even greater
exposure to and interaction with radio, turned sound as aural and kinetic experience—
rather than metaphor, embellishment, or illustration—into a constitutive element of his

literary output.
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Chapter 2

Vladimir Mayakovsky as “Radio Agitator”

Vladimir Mayakovsky was always a loud figure. Physically, the poet was tall,
imposing, unruly, and endowed with an unusually sonorous voice. Metaphorically, these
qualities bolstered the Soviet narrative of the poet as a voicer of grievances for the
marginalized and oppressed, and as the sonic culmination of the Russian revolutionary
movement.” Even before serving as the mouthpiece of the Revolution, Mayakovsky’s work
showed a sensitivity to sound that set it apart from the more syncretic depictions of urban
life encountered in most avant-garde writing. Mayakovsky frequently singles out the sonic
aspects of technological modernity, as in the poem “Ballyhoos, noises and roars”
(““Shumiki, shumy i shumishchi, 1913”): “Through the echoes of cities noises are carried /
on the whispers of soles and the thunders of wheels” (“ITo sxam ropomoB mpoHOCST
IIyMBI / Ha IIETI0Te MOAOIIB i Ha rpoMax koxec”).” And, throughout the 1910s and 1920s,

he repeatedly frames his impressions of the city through auditory details, such as during his

" In his comprehensive biography of the poet, Bengt Jangfeldt relates an episode that suggests
Mayakovsky’s fascination with the effect of his own voice even as a child: “He recited both well
and expressively. To exercise his voice he used to creep inside the large wine amphora which lay
on its side on the ground and recite poems to Olga, who stood outside playing the part of the
public.” Mayakovsky: A Biography (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2014), 4-5.

? A number of Russian declamation and public speech theorists treated the socio-economic
liberation of the lower class in terms of its ability to publicly voice its needs and concerns. See, for
instance, a speech held by Education Commissar Anatol Lunacharsky at the opening ceremony of
the Institute of the Living Word (Institut zhivogo slova), which describes its purpose—above all, to
teach the proletariat to speak well publicly—as the culmination of a process that began with the
introduction of open court [glasnyi sud] in 1864. In Zapiski instituta zhivogo slova (Petrograd:
Narodnyi komissariat po prosveshcheniiu, 1919).

3 Vladimir Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v trinadtsadti tomakh (Moscow: Gos. Izd.
Khudozhestvennoi Literatury, 1955-1961), vol. 1, 54. Unless otherwise noted, all translations in
this chapter are my own.
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1925 visit to New York, where he treats urban noise as material that demands to be
structured meaningfully: “The sound of American cities is an unorganized, random noise,
an accumulation of noises, a roaring, and not an organized motif.””*

After the October Revolution, Mayakovsky embarked on a strenuous career of
public performances at political meetings, on the Soviet stage, and on live radio, in
addition to occasional readings in recording studios. His spontaneous appearances at
political protests, too, such as a manifestation against Curzon’s ultimatum of May 8§, 1923,
were widely noted. A number of Soviet journalists—including Mikhail Bulgakov, writing
for the émigré newspaper Nakanune—captured the mesmerizing qualities of
Mayakovsky’s speech, amplified by the microphone; their descriptions exemplify how his
oratorical prowess was extolled during his lifetime, and presage its even greater
posthumous mythologization: “He recited his poem ‘The Commune Shall Not Be Under
the Entente!” with a forceful, powerful voice that was heard throughout the entire square™
and “Mayakovsky, having opened his monstrous square mouth, boomed over the crowd
with his cracked bass voice.”® The film director Vsevolod Pudovkin later recounted that
Mayakovsky himself felt a profound creative and emotional charge during such public
appearances: “Once he told me about the feelings he experienced while declaiming his
poems in the years of the Revolution on the square, speaking from the balcony of Mossovet

in front of the enormous gathered crowd... There is only one case, he said, in which I

4 . o o o
Ibid., vol. 12, 479. “Illym aMepuKaHCKUX TOPOAOB — 3TO HEOPTaHU30BaHHBIHN, CIyYaiHBIHN IyM,
HarpoMO>KJIeHUE IIIYMOB, PEB, a HE OpraHU30BaHHBII MOTUB.”

> “CHJIBHBIM, MOIIHBIM TOJIOCOM, Pa3[aBaBIINMCS BO BCIO IUIOMIA b, OH POUEI CBOE
ctuxotBopenue ‘Kommyne He ObITh o AHTanTo# ” From a report in Pravda on May 13, 1923. V.
Katanian, Maiakovskii: khronika zhizni i deiatel'nosti (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1985), 252.

6 “MasikoBCKHil, PACKpBIB CBOM UyIOBUIIHBIN KBAAPATHBIN pOT, OyXaj HaJ TOJION HAATPECHYTHIM
6acom.” From Mikhail Bulgakov’s report for Nakanune on May 19, 1923. See Katanian,
Maiakovskii, 252.
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experience such a forceful agitation, if not more, and that is when I get to speak on the
radio.... Mayakovsky was not talking about his understanding of radio’s significance, but
about the direct agitation and uplift that he felt at the sight of a working microphone.”’ The
very prospect of using his voice, amplified by the microphone, led to a powerful affective
and creative charge.

Beginning in 1925, Mayakovsky became known for his broadcast performances,
which made his one of the few iconic “electrified” voices of radio’s first decade.® In the
second half of the 1920s, he gave dozens of live readings for broadcast programs such as
the “Worker’s Radio Newspaper” (“Rabochaia radiogazeta’) and “Radio Evening”
(“Radiovecher”), in addition to live reports from official Soviet celebrations.’
Mayakovsky’s association with the medium became so strong that in 1939 fellow Futurist
poet Nikolai Aseev would cast his superdimensional literary status in the image of a radio

tower: “That enormous, living, walking radio tower, which transmitted to the entire world

" Vsevolod Pudovkin, “Rabota aktera,” in Izbrannye stat'i (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1955), 151:
“OaHaXabl OH paccKa3blBall MHE 00 OIIYIIEHHSIX, KOTOPBIE OH UCHBITHIBAJ, JEKIAMUPYS CBOU
CTUXH B PEBOJIOIIMOHHBIE TOABI HA IUIOMIaAu ¢ 6arkoHa MoccoBeTa mepes OrpoOMHOM
cobOpap1ieiics TONMoM... TOJIBKO B OHOM clly4yae, TOBOPUJI OH, HCTIBITBHIBAIO 51 TAKOH YK€ CHITBI
BOJIHEHUE, €CJIH He OO0JIbIIee, 3TO TOT1a, KOT/1a MHE MPUXOJAUTCS TOBOPUTH 110 PAHO...
MasiKOBCKHUI TOBOPHII HE O IOHUMAHUU 3HAYEHUS Paiuo, a O HEIOCPEACTBEHHOM BOJTHEHHH U
moabeMe, KOTOPOE BBI3bIBAJI B HEM HAIIPaBJICHHBIN HA HETO paboTarOIIHi MUKPO(OH.”

¥ The most detailed descriptions of Mayakovsky’s performance tours are the recollections of his
“manager” Pavel Lavut. See P. . Lavut, Maiakovskii edet po Soiuzu: vospominaniia (Moscow:
Sovetskaia Rossiia, 1978), 143: “B Kuese Bagumup BraguMupoBud moOsIBal Ha CTPOUTEIILCTBE
KHHO(aOPUKH, BCTPETHIICS C PAOOYMMH [...], YMTa]d CTHXHU 10 paauo. OH mpuaaBai 00JbIIoe
3HAYCHHE BBICTYIUICHUSM 110 PaJH0 U TOBOPHII, YTO PAJUO C JIMXBOW 3aMEHUT MAJIOTHPAKHBIC
u3nanus ero kaur.” Regarding the larger cultural resonance, for instance, see Viktor Shklovskii’s
film script for The Sleeping Beauty (1930), the first feature film by the Vasiliev brothers, in which
the last sequence envisions revolutionary art forms, including “poets whose faces are familiar to
everybody reciting their poems on radio,” apparently a reference to Mayakovsky: the poet’s words,
progressing outwardly in an ever-increasing font, conclude the final sequence of the film, likewise
suggesting Mayakovsky’s connection with radio aesthetics.

° Aleksandr Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka: istoriia, esteticheskie zakonomernosti, osobennosti
viiianiia na auditoriiu: ocherki (Moscow: Progress-Traditsiia, 2004), 274.
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the strength and power, glory and joy of the Soviet Union, its government, and its united
communist party.”'* As Aseev’s gloss suggests, many of Mayakovsky’s radio
performances, like most of his writing by the mid-1920s, was Soviet agitprop, a form of
spectacle that combines agitation and propaganda, and presents political information with
an entertaining twist.'' And yet, as this chapter seeks to show, a fascination with the
burgeoning broadcast medium—and the forms of radiating and pulsating sound it
engendered—shaped Mayakovsky’s thinking about lyric texts from the late 1910s onward.
Moreover, as a metaphor for the poet figure and his relationship with the world (Aseev’s
“radio tower”’), Mayakovsky’s literary response to radio exceeded its proscribed political
function, serving forms of poetic self-fashioning that sharply contrast with the ideals of a
self-effacing proletarian literature.

In particular, radio motivated Mayakovsky’s marginalization of the role of the
printed text, while elevating the spoken, sounded word to a key element of his poetic work.
Anchored in his personal mythology of the poet as a radio station—a conductor of the
nation as sound—Mayakovsky expected radio to change the Soviet literary process itself:
he viewed poetry as something not just meant to be read in public, but as an electro-

acoustic medium governed by its own laws and standards of transmission. The envisioned

10 w1+ . . . . .. ..
Nikolai Aseev, “Sila Maiakovskogo,” RGALI fond 28, opis 1, edinitsa khraneniia 111. “Ora

OTpPOMHasl, JKUBasi, X01s14as paJno0alIHs, BO3BEIaBIIas BCEMY MUPY CHIIy W MOIIb, CIaBy U

pagoctb CoBerckoro Coro3a, ero mpaBUTENIbCTBA, €r0 SIUHOM, BEIYIICH YeI0BEUYECTBO

KOMMYHHUCTHYECKOH mapTun.” Aseev’s own poetry, too, contains reflections about radio, as in
“Radionews” (“Radiovest',” 1921).

' An example of a purely agitational radio-text is “Radio-October: a revolutionary grotesque in
three sketches” (“Radio-Oktiabr': revoliutsionnyi grotesk v trekh kartinakh”), jointly authored with
Osip Brik in 1926, which depicts a radio tower in an unidentified Western country coming to life
on the anniversary of the October Revolution; it inspires the imprisoned workers to revolt by
praising the accomplishments of the Soviet State. Beginning in the mid-1920s, Mayakovsky also
wrote occasional propagandistic poems for the Radio Center, such as “Verify, comrade, the
truthfulness of facts” (“Prover’, tovarishch, pravil'nost' fakta,” 1929). A cycle of poems devoted to
the State Peasant Lottery Loan was aired in 1925 (Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka, 273-274).
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Soviet “radio poet”—by whom he ultimately means himself—simultaneously receives and
emits sound signals, synthesizing the voices of the people, tuning in to their “social
commission” [sotsial'nyi zakaz], and re-channeling it at the Soviet masses in the form of
optimized sounds. At their most ambitious, Mayakovsky’s verse sustain the illusion that
they require not close reading, but close listening, and that the sonic affect of his words is

equal to, if not greater than, their hermeneutic meaning content.

Radio as a Literary Theme (1915-1925)

Radio first appears in Mayakovsky’s verse years before his personal involvement
with the medium. In “The Flying Proletarian” (“Letaiushchii proletarii,” 1915) he
introduces the motif in a speculative vein, celebrating radio as an integral element of the
future culture of Soviet everyday life (byf). The poem conjures an impending military
confrontation between the Western capitalist aggressor and Soviet forces, which emerge
victorious. Completely displaced into the air, this war is fought using noxious gases and
airplanes and with radio at its center: radio broadcasts direct the fighting masses and
recommend themselves for the instantaneity with which they transmit both information and
calls for action. The words on air are themselves akin to weapons: “phrases / now / on the
radio waves” (“dypassi / cpasy / o paguosomuam™).'? Ultimately, the Soviets are buoyed to
victory over the Western bourgeoisie by loudspeaker voices that form an impenetrable
“radio fortress” [radiofort], a mighty voice that cannot be bound or captured: “Swaying

evenly, / loudspeakers / blew out the voices / of the best / orators of the Comintern. /

12 Maiakovskii, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii, vol. 6, 318. G. S. Bershadsky’s jacket design for the
1925 volume of poems by the same name, pictured following page 321, captures the centrality of
radio by depicting the Shukhov radio tower in the center of a squadron of airplanes.
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Negative! / No way to either tie / or capture it —/ radio” (“Kauascs mepHo, /
TPOMKOTOBOPUTENH / pa3ayBaiu royoca / myummx / opatopoB Komunrtepna. / Huuaero! /
Hu cBsi3ath, / HE 3a6path ero — / paguo”)."?

The poem goes on to sketch a futuristic Moscow after the Soviet victory, where
daily life revolves around a central radio station. An architecturally integrated radio alarm
structures time by awakening citizens and exhorting them to go to sleep. To save time, they
listen to “radio books” (“uto0 He mpomnasn / HU eAUHBINA MUT, / paano / BHIOyOHUBAET /
crpanns kuur”' ), and radio orchestrates evening entertainments in a way that resembles
the earlier military operation: “right / in the sky / they are arranging dances [...] And on
the radio / a storm of quadrilles. / All around / millions / of flying tables” (“mpsimo / o
HeOy / pa3BOJAT TaHIIbI [...] A B panuo / Oyps Kagpuibs. / Bokpyr / MUIITHOHBI /
netaromx cronukos”).”” The fighting has been replaced by an evening of dances, and the
warplanes by café tables, but Mayakovsky’s sense of radio’s supernatural power, and its
central role in organizing human life, is captured even by this relatively innocuous image.

A dictionary of Mayakovsky’s poetic neologisms and nonce words lists eighteen
radio-inspired terms, such as “radio book” [radioknizhka], “radio gossip” [radiospletni],

“radio ear” [radioukho], and “radio fee dodger” [radiozaiats]."® A poem written for the

one-hundredth issue of the “radio-newspaper” [radiogazeta], broadcast in May 1925, adds

B Ibid., 336.
" Ibid., 353.
5 Ibid., 357.

'® V. N. Valavin, Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo: Opyt slovaria okkazionalizmov. Okolo 3500
slov (Moscow: Azbukovnik, 2010), 433-435. Not all were, strictly speaking, coined by
Mayakovsky. “Radiozaiats” in particular (formed by analogy to ekhat' zaitsem, or fair dodging in
public transport) became widely used, both humorously and in earnest, in general newspapers and
Soviet ham radio journals, to describe someone using a self-made, unregistered detector to avoid
the tax for listening to radio. See, for instance, Valentin Kataev’s “Radiofel'eton” in the first issue
of the ROSTA “radio newspaper” (November 23, 1924), in Goriaeva, Velikaia kniga dnia, 207.
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another—"radio agitator” [radio-agitator]—and encapsulates the key themes Mayakovsky
associated with the medium by the mid-decade:

[Iperpan / uenoBeuectBy HeT. / U TO, / 4TO — Ka3anock — yTonus, / B MyCTSK / U3
HECKOJIbKUX JIeT / IO MUpY 11araert, / Tonas. / bouna nb / HeObiBasiel meura! /
Cka3zarts, / Tak pa3Becunu 6 ymmu! / Kak MoxxHo B MockBe / uutaTh, / a U3
ApxaHnrenbcka / cnymaTh! / A HbIHYE / OT BEUHBIX HOUEH / 10 CTpaH, / T1e COJHIIE
0e3 TeHu, / B MIIIbOH / yIlIel ciayxaueii / Bie3arot / cioBa o anteHHe! / Ceronus
HET / HU BpEMEH, HU IPOCTPAHCTB, / HE TO UTO / TIOJCKOM rojoc — / mepeaanum / 3a
COTHIO CTpaH / ¥ Kak / meBenutcs Bosoc! / A, MoxeT ObITh, / U Takoe / MbI /
YCIBIIIAM IO BO3IYyXY / cKOpo: / pabounii / Amepuxu u UyXs1oMbl / CLIOIOTCS

/ omHUM XopoM. / Uto0 1mtn / ckopeli / Beka 6e3 okoB, / 4T00 Oiu3uiIack / 3Ta 1ara
— / 6y6HI / MHITTHOHOM / CBOMX SI3BIKOB, / paano-arutarop!'’

[There are no limits / to humanity. / And that / which seemed a utopia, / in a trifle /
of a few years / stalks the earth, / stomping. / Was ever there / a more unheard-of
dream! / If one had said it / how they would have listened with wide eyes! / How
can you read / in Moscow / and listen / from Arkhangel'sk! / And now / from
eternal night / to countries / where the sun has no shadow, / words climb / into the
ears of millions of listeners / along the antenna! / Today there is / neither time, nor
space, / it is not / a human voice — / that we transmit / across a hundred countries /
and how our hairs shake! / And perhaps / we will hear something like this / through
the air / soon: / workers / from America and Chukhloma / unite / in a unison choir. /
So that the years / may pass quickly / without restraints, / so that the date / may
grow ever nearer —/ boom on / in your millions / of languages, / radio agitator!]

This short agitprop text—on its face a catchy advertisement of radio’s political
usefulness—captures some ideas key to Mayakovsky’s own understanding of the medium.
Foremost among them is the avant-garde’s ideal of augmenting or enhancing the body by
technological means, here suggested by the anthropomorphic depiction of radio as a
marching tower (an image that also surfaces in “Paris: Chats with the Eiffel Tower,” for
instance, on which more below'®). Moreover, Mayakovsky’s description of broadcast
implies that future Soviet workers will no longer listen to a “human voice” [liudskoi

golos], but an amalgam fused in the abstract figure of the “radio agitator.” Yet the text

17 Maiakovskii, “Radio-Agitator,” in PSS., vol. 13, 262-263.
18 “Parizh (Razgovorchiki s Eifelovoi bashnei),” in PSS, vol. 4, 75-78.
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already implies a dilemma that complicated Mayakovsky’s relationship with Soviet critics
and common listeners alike: despite his dutiful use of the first person plural, the “radio
agitator”—*stalking the world / stomping”—is a recognizable embodiment of his own
loud, physically imposing, and maximalist self. Indeed, although many of the poems I read
below, particularly “My May” and “Bastards!,” are presented as a non-individualistic
conduits for a multitude of voices, listeners criticized Mayakovsky’s “voice united in
song” (“romocomM / B meHue CAPYKEHHBIM ) as a single voice claiming to speak for the
masses, rather than a unified representation of many voices.

“Radio Agitator” succinctly captures the novelty of listening to disembodied
language—sounds and words without a clear source or visual correlate—and cheers the
immediate reception afforded by such electrified speech: after 1922, Mayakovsky
frequently uses the image of words “climbing” or “jumping in” [vlezaiut slova] to describe
how radio speech bypasses the much slower assimilation of printed words. This implies an
automated process that contrasts with the volitional nature of deciphering texts. Speech in
its audible form is also presented as richer, more varied, and efficient through added
emotional and intonational hues. And furthermore, the poem suggests that radio words also
wield a physical effect that somatically impacts the human body.

Mayakovsky’s hyperbolic exclamation that “today there is / neither time / nor
space” reflects the trope of omnipresence and simultaneity that broadcast entailed in the
1920s: its power to address all listeners at once, without delay, and regardless of physical
distances. Given the poem’s explicit agitprop purpose, the lack of space and time also
speak to radio’s ability to synchronize the divergent cultural and technological

chronologies of Russian city and village, to close the gap of Russian “backwardness,” and
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to instantly bring a vast and varied Soviet populace “up to speed” with the Bolsheviks’
aims.

The sonic and stylistic particulars of radio broadcasts also increasingly insinuated
themselves into Mayakovsky’s poems, while he simultaneously reflected on wireless
communications in essays and articles written after 1923. One of the earliest texts to
convey the illusion of radiophonic sound in print is “My May” (“Moi mai,” 1922)." In this
minimalistic ode to Soviet workers gathering on May Day, Mayakovsky vividly shifts the
focus of the public celebrations to the realm of sound:

Bcewm,

Ha YJIULBI BBILIEALINM,

TEJIO MALIMHOHN U3MasB, —

BCEM,

MOJISIIIIMM O IPa3IHUKE

CIIMHAM, 3eMJICI0 HaTPYKEHHBIM, —
[TepBoe mas!

[IepBrIit U3 MacB

BCTPETUM, TOBAPUILH,

rOJIOCOM, B IIEHHUE CIIPYKEHHBIM |.. J°

[To all, / who have come out into the streets, / their body worn out by the machine, — /
To all, / saying their holiday prayers / with spines tired by the weight of the soil , —/
The first of May! / The first of Mays / let us meet, comrades, / with a voice united in
song ...]

Mayakovsky highlights the connection between this oratory and radio broadcasting by
deliberately appropriating the dative plural, which reverberates throughout the poem (“To

all, / ... /to all”). This direct citation of the iconic opening call of early Soviet radio

' Written in 1922, the poem belongs to a group of texts clearly influenced by early radio
transmissions. [t became part of Mayakovsky’s radio repertoire in 1925, when he read it during a
live performance on May 2 that was broadcast to Moscow stations. See Katanian, Maiakovskii,
298. “My May” was also one of thirteen poems selected for inclusion in the collection Dlia golosa
(For the Voice, Berlin, 1923). With its striking use of side tabs, El Lissitzky’s design alludes to the
telephone book, but the poems’ association with dynamic, audible speech is also stressed through
Lissitzky’s innovative typographic design.

2 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 30-31.
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broadcasts—“To All! To All! To All! (“Vsem! Vsem! Vsem!”)—is a stylistic device
Mayakovsky frequently uses in his “radiophonic” poems written after 1922. The phrase
originates from Lenin’s titles for early broadcasts of Soviet resolutions, such as “Radio to
all” (1917) or “Radiogram to all, all” (1918).%' The text is furthermore divided into three
stanzas, each of which begins with the word vsem, which turns the poem into an elaborate
response to this rhetorical formula that answers the questions: to whom exactly is radio
addressed, and on behalf of whom does it speak? Repeated six times—and echoed by the
liberal use of the dative plural, as well as related sounds (vstretim, sdruzhennym)
throughout—the plosive vsem (“to all”’) iconically encapsulates the poem’s content: the
gradual intensification of voice, the inclusion of ever more speakers, and its intrusion into
increasingly larger spaces. Read in sequence, as a low consonantal rumble broken up only
by the repetitive vowel e, the word vsem itself relays the sound of radio’s early static-laden
transmissions, which is also mirrored by the concentration of sibilants (vyshedshim / telo
mashinoi // moliashchim).

By the poem’s third stanza, the lyrical speaker has pulled a striking array of voices
into this imaginary May Day broadcast: worker, peasant, sailor, and soldier. And the
exuberant paean to a world in vernal rejuvenation doubles as a rhetorical demonstration of
radio’s power to reach into the far corners of the Soviet Union: “To all / houses, / squares, /
streets, / gripped by icy winter, — / to all the hunger-starved / steppes, / woods, / fields”

(“Bcem / momawm, / miomaasm, / yaunam, / CxaTbIM JIbISHON 3UMOI0, — / BCeM /

*! “Radio vsem. Vsem polkovym, divizionnym, korpusnym...” (1917) and “Radiogramma vsem,
vsem” (1918). See V. I. Lenin, Polnoe sobranie sochnenii (Moscow: Gosizdat, 1958), vol. 35, 81
and 322. Variations of this title quickly became connected with radio, as can be gleaned from the
titles of popular radio journals such as Radio vsem (Radio for all). See also Shamshur’s account,
which suggests that Stalin, too, was present at the birth of this important radio transmission, in
Shamshur, Lenin i razvitie radio, 28-29, and the reproduction of a painting depicting this scene.
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U3TJIOJaHHBIM TOI0Z0M / cTersiM, / necam, / HuBam™). This clipped sequence of dative
forms gives the impression of a rapid scanning across space, as though the speaker has
become giddy with the communicative reach of his radio voice. The concluding image is
one of sound begetting more sound; the speaker sets the whole world ringing: “Green of
the fields, sing! / Howl of the sirens, rise high! /I am iron — / this May is mine! / [ am the
earth —/ this is my May!” (“3enens noneii, noii! / Boit rynkos, B3abvaii! / 5 xxenezo —/
TOT Maii Moii! / S 3emis — / 9To Moit Mmait!”).* Verging on the hypnotic, Mayakovsky’s
radio voice speaks to everyone and on everyone’s behalf, lending voice to the world itself,
amplifying some sounds and drowning out others: “Keep still, wailing of rifles! / Become
silent, machine gun’s barking!” (“MokHs, BUHTOBKH Boit! / THXHB, myneMera maii!”). >
With its dense phonetic orchestration, its syncopated rhythmic structure, and its de-
emphasis of logical conjunctions and narrative elements, the poem enacts, rather than
describes its subject: the power of radio sound. It embodies the early realization that radio
fosters a strong psychological bond among physically disparate listeners by its very form,
rather than through the contents it transmits. Consequently, Mayakovsky’s text—even on
the written page—works through affect and emphasis, rather than semantic decoding,
which is made largely irrelevant by its intuitively graspable meaning, consisting of
declarations and imperatives. Despite its complexity, the sound structure of this poem is

also far clearer than that of comparable poems written before radio’s advent, such as “Our

March” (“Nash Marsh,” 1917), in which the ear still “stumbles” over zaum-like echoes in

2 A look at Mayakovsky’s editing process reveals that he changed the initial image of the “steam
of sirens” (“Ilap ryakos B3abMaii”), which combines visual and auditory sensations, into a purely
sound-based reflection of the factory setting: “‘Howl of the sirens, rise high!” (“Boii ryakos,
B3abiMaii!”). The added comma and exclamation mark, not present in the line’s earlier version,
underscore Mayakovsky’s own role in eliciting and amplifying these sounds. See PSS, vol. 4, 272.

2 1bid., 31.
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lines such as “Dnei byk peg. / Medlenna let arba. / Nash bog beg” (“The bull of days is
spotted. / The cart of years slow. / Our god is the run.”).** By contrast, the text of “May
May” deliberately reduces the reflexive distance between performer and listener; it places
words directly into the latter’s mouth and conjures a form of collective chant that is also
meant to be heard collectively: “this May is mine! [...] this is my May!” (“aToT mMaii moii!
[...] oT0 MoOit Maii!”).”

Composed in a similar style, and also included in For the Voice, the poem
“Bastards!” (“Svolochi!”) illustrates how these texts’ intentional effect of “unliterariness”
is a question not of style, but of mediation. What matters for Mayakovsky is not how a
poem is written, but how it is transmitted, which the poem both describes—through
frequent commands such as “listen!” [slushaite! and poslushaite!]—and iconically enacts,
through the aural sensations encoded in the text, with its many sibilants, hissing sounds,
and fricative consonant clusters. In this embittered and vicious rant, Mayakovsky again
lends his voice to the multitude as he blames the international bourgeoisie for its
complicity in the Russian famine of 1921-22. As the rather unliterary title suggests, all
artifice is meant to disappear behind the illusion of spontaneous, raw, and indignant
speech. This tension between text and sound is already explicit in the opening lines:

I'BO3uMBIE CTPOKaMH,

CTONTE HeMbl!

CrnywaiTe 3TOT BOIYNN BOH,

eJie MPUKUABIBAIOIINIICS TO3MOM!
JainTe croga

CaMoro >KUPHOTO,

CaMoro IJemuBoro!

3a muBopoT!
Tkny B otuer [lomromna.

*1bid., vol. 2, 7.
2 1bid., vol. 4, 30.
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Cmotpu!
Buanmns —

. .26
3a uudpoii roJoi. . .

[Hammered by lines, / stand mute! / Listen to this wolf’s howl, / barely pretending

to be a poem! / Hand me / the fattest, / the most bald-headed! / By the scruff of the

neck! / I’ll stick him into the Pomgol”’ report. / Look here! / You see — / behind the

naked digit...]
Like “My May,” it was written in 1922, the year in which written radiotelegraph
communiqués were first replaced by the wireless transmission of voices via the radio
telephone. Public radio broadcasts still occurred sporadically, on an experimental basis and
at short range; telegrams remained the standard of international communications, but were
increasingly transmitted wirelessly.”® The language of newspapers and telegraphy, with
their graphic “lines” [stroki] and “milestone characters” [tsifry verstovye], is fundamental
to this poem; but Mayakovsky’s interest in surmounting them through a wireless voice able
to reach far and wide is already evident. Even as early as 1922, he contrasts the powerful
Soviet radio, which frantically transmits Russian calls for help abroad, with the sluggish
response of the international capitalist press. The almost spiritistic voice he evokes—one
voice speaking for many, and many speaking with just one voice—is juxtaposed to the
artifice and moral deficiency of printed words of any sort: newspaper reports, briefs, or
parliamentary protocols. This voice does not correspond to any aesthetic categories:
Mayakovsky’s radio text verges on abandoning all pretense to premeditated literariness

and reveals pure sonic affect: screams, howling, roaring.

«Xneoba!

2 Maiakovskii, “Svolochi!,” in PSS, vol. 4, 14.

*7 The Pomgol Central Commission, created in 1921 to coordinate relief work during the 1921
Russian famine. The acronym of stands for “Pomoshch golodaiushchim” or “Relief for the
Starving.”

** See the short genealogy of Soviet broadcast in Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 14-22.
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Xnebymika!

Xieomal!»

Panuo peBeT 3a Bce rpaHHUIIbL.

U B oTBET

3a Henenuiel Helenua
ChImuiercst B Ta3eTHBIE CTPAHUIIBL.

[“Bread! / Some bread! / Bread!” / Radio howls across all borders. / And in return /
absurdity after absurdity / pours onto the newspaper pages. ]

The poem presents caricature-like synopses of news updates from the West, followed by
fierce rebuttals by Mayakovsky, who talks himself into an accusatory, even violent frenzy
punctuated by the words “May you be damned!” (“byaste npoxusarsi!”). In this text, too,
the volume metaphorically rises and the poem culminates in the dative plural. However,
with its aggressive tone, the radio voice now projects a sense of exclusion rather than
inclusion; “To all!” has become “At you! At you! At you! / These words here! / Write
down the Volga on the bourgeoisie’s bill / using milestone digits / that barely fit!” (“Bam!
Bam! Bam! / Otu cnosa Bot! / Lludpamu BepcToBbIME, / BMEIIAIOITUMHECS €11Ba, /
sarmmmre Bonry Gypxyasun B caer!”).”’ Like the enormous “milestone digits” [#sifiy
verstovye] that spell out the number of famine victims, too large for the bill Mayakovsky
imagines writing the bourgeoisie, his enraged words—on a mandate from the silent Soviet
citizens whose suffering he vents—are too densely affective for the genre of lyric poetry
and “barely fit” the written text, too. Accordingly, the poem is patterned on an increasing
excess of sound, with an abundant use of assonance and alliteration, unusual for
Mayakovsky, that suggests a kind of phonetic violence: a sound that aims to set his Soviet

listeners on edge and that serves his agitational goals in an almost militarizing fashion.

2 PSS, vol. 4, 19.
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Transcending Writing: The Poet as Radio Tower

The long poem “The Fifth International” (“Piatyi international,” 1922-23) is
Mayakovsky’s clearest articulation of how broadcasting and radio sound changed both his
poetic persona and his writing style. As its title suggests, this work boldly erects a poetic
alternative to Lenin’s Third International, the worldwide communist umbrella organization
Comintern, founded in 1919. Mayakovsky had made a similar gesture in his provocative
“IV International,” a long poetic fragment completed in 1922 that called for a “third
revolution of the spirit” (“Tpetss peosmowms / xyxa”).*® Both works reveal the poet’s
apprehensions about the course taken by the Bolshevik government, and especially its
leaders’ cultural policies. Mayakovsky had fervently dedicated his poetic talent to the
communist cause in 1917; yet in the first year of the New Economic Policy he sensed an
increasingly philistine climate that contradicted his vision of an aesthetic rupture with the
past. Even more alarmingly, as Bengt Jangfeldt notes, by 1921 it had become clear that the
Bolsheviks strove for total control in literature and the arts, and that many of their leaders
viewed futurism with hostility.”’ That same year, the state publisher Gosizdat refused to
publish both Mayakovsky’s Mystery-Bouffe [ Misteriia-Buff] and his proletarian epic
“150,000,000"—dismissed by Lenin as an insincere attempt at authorial self-effacement in
the name of the masses’~—and an opinion piece in Pravda popularized the slogan “Down

with Mayakovskery!” (“Doloi maiakovshchinu!”), despite the fact that Mayakovsky’s

30 PSS, vol. 4, 104.
3! Jangfeldt, Mayakovsky, 160.

32 Lenin was famously suspicious of the Russian Futurists and chastized Anatoly Lunacharsky for
allowing the publication of 150,000,000, which he considered to be “rubbish, stupid, utter stupidity
and pretentiousness” (“B370p, [NIyII0, MaXpoBas TIYIIOCTh U IPETEHIIMO3HOCTE”). Polnoe sobranie
sochinenii, vol. 52, 179. While this particular comment was not made public until 1957, Lenin’s
disdain for Mayakovsky’s work was well-known and shaped his Soviet reception during the 1920s.
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public readings were generally well received. These events paved the way for a prolonged
campaign in the second half of the 1920s by the Russian Association of Proletarian Writers
(RAPP), who were eager to portray Mayakovsky and fellow members of the avant-garde
association Left Front of Art (Levyi front iskusstv, known as LEF) as “fellow travelers”
inimical to their brand of proletarian realism.*

In response to such conflicts, “The Fifth International” sets out to escape literary
writing altogether, defiantly side-stepping such tiresome Soviet polemics about stylistics
by replacing the written word with a radiophonic poetics. Though we now read it on the
pages of the Collected Works, Mayakovsky’s poem was, like most of his poetry by 1922—
23, intended for a live reception that would have sonically exemplified his rhetorical flight
from the literary establishment.** So convinced was Mayakovsky of having reformed

9535

literature and joined “the ranks of Edison and Einstein,””” that he intended to send the

poem to Albert Einstein with a wireless note reading: “Greetings to the science of the

future from the art of the future.”*¢

3 For a useful overview of some of the criticisms of Mayakovsky and his ideological maneuvering
in the 1920s, see Victor Erlich, “End Game: Mayakovsky and Others,” in Modernism and
Revolution: Russian Literature in Transition (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1994),
255-272.

** The poem was first performed on October 3, 1922 at the Moscow Conservatory. I use the word
“rhetorical” because Mayakovsky also continued, of course, to seek out publishers for his work. As
Jangfeldt points out, he decided to “make himself independent of the state cultural bureaucracy and
seek other ways of publishing his work,” searching for potential publishers both in Western Europe
and in Russia’s Far East. See Jangfeldt, 187.

3% Maiakovskii, “Piatyi international,” in PSS, vol. 4, 108: “fI crats X041y / B psipl DaucoHam.”

%% Roman Jakobson, My Futurist Years, compiled and edited by Bengt Jangfeldt and Stephen Rudy
(New York: Marsilio Publishers, 1992), 77. Jakobson did not recall whether the telegram was sent.
It is also worth noting that Mayakovsky became fascinated with Einstein’s theory of relativity
while writing “The Fifth International,” as Roman Jakobson recalled in 1931: “Maiakovskij made
me repeat several times my somewhat confused remarks on the general theory of relativity [...]
The idea of the liberation of energy, the problem of the time dimension, and the idea that
movement at the speed of light may actually be a reverse movement in time—all of these things
fascinated Maiakovskij.” See Roman Jakobson, “On a Generation That Squandered Its Poets,” in
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In a Promethean feat inspired by analogous Soviet achievements in the arts and
technology, the lyrical speaker—here especially closely identified with Mayakovsky’s
bold authorial persona—transforms himself into a living, super-human radio tower. He
physically twists and winds his neck to gradually grow taller, a process prompted by the
need to “gather one’s wits,” a saying whose Russian equivalent involves pulling oneself by
the ear: “Rise / and mentally pull yourself by the ears” (“BcraBmiu / MmpicieHHO cebst

»).>” As the title hints, this central image alludes to Tatlin’s “Monument

BBITSITHBAIL 32 yIIU
to the Third International” (and perhaps to the Shukhov radio tower built in 1922, too).*®
Mayakovsky depicts himself as rising into the sky until he surveys the Soviet state, noting
its many improvements, but continuing onward by repeating the command “twist!” [vinti!].
He sees important European landmarks, the distant United States, and lingers on the

roundness of the earth while continuing onward into the cosmic darkness of outer space.*’

Language in Literature, ed. Krystyna Pomorska and Stephen Rudy (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 1987), 285.

37 PSS, vol. 4, 109.

* The poem can be read as engaging with numerous contemporary proposals for a genuinely
Soviet literary and visual aesthetics, and with various attempts to fuse aesthetics, technology, and
Soviet ideology, such as Tatlin’s tower (“Monument to the Third International,” 1919-20, see
figure 2.1). Tatlin’s model for an enormous tower of twisted steel envisions a telegraph and radio
station at the very top; its resemblance to early radio towers, such as the famous Shukhov tower, is
clear. Tatlin’s sketch inspired another model that Mayakovsky may have had in mind: Naum
Gabo’s “Project for a Radio Station” (1921), whose base alludes to the Eiffel Tower — at the time
the international symbol of radio communication par excellence (see figure 2.2). Gabo’s project
went even further, featuring elements of electric circuitry and a large conic loudspeaker facing into
the sky above. Gustav Klutsis’ famous designs and models for radio kiosks (1922) also gesture
towards a fusion of man and machine (see figure 2.3).

%% This upward movement bears comparison with Harsha Ram’s description of the Russian
Imperial ode, in which the “disorder of lyric afflatus is resolved in a compensatory and
transformative identification with imperial power. The uplifted poet, slave to his vision, becomes
Russia’s heraldic eagle.” In Mayakovsky’s reinterpretation of this trope, the transformation serves
both to liberate the poet from vision and, as I argue below, to escape his artistic entanglement with
the state. See Ram, 65.
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Figure 2.1 Figure 2.2 Figure 2.3

This astonishing feat is not only a physiological transformation in space, but also a
form of poetic time travel. In addition to observing present-day Soviet life, Mayakovsky
metaphorically sees (or, rather, hears) far ahead into the future: he describes the dacha
colony of Pushkino as seen in 1925-30, surveys Moscow in the 1940-50s, and speeds
along to the mid-twenty-first century, where he witnesses an achieved communist society.
As Jurii MuraSov has pointed out in his analysis of the poem, both Mayakovsky’s physical
extension and this peculiar form of “time travel” are enabled by the medium of sound,
which dominates the sensory registers to which the poem appeals.*® Indeed, once
Mayakovsky grows too tall to see the earth, he proceeds by heeding sonic rather than
visual stimuli, as suggested by these lushly onomatopoetic lines:

Tymanna 3emuis.

Tonbko mrymamMmu JaJJbHUMH YXO JINKCT,
41
T'onoca B equHoe ITyMJINBO CMCJIA.

* Jurij Mura3ov, “Das elektrifizierte Wort. Das Radio in der sowjetischen Literatur und Kultur der
20er und 30er Jahre,” in Die Musen der Macht: Medien in der sowjetischen Kultur der 20er und
30er Jahre, eds. Jurij Mura$ov and Georg Witte (Miinchen: Fink, 2003), 92-93.

41 PSS, vol. 4, 116.
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[The earth is hazy. / It licks the ear only with distant noises, / Noisily grinding
voices into one.]

Suspended in cosmic darkness, he fully cedes his sense of vision to that of audition. In lieu
of sight, the ear becomes a hypertrophied sensory organ, a quasi-functional device that can
be detached from the body and used as an instrument:

[ITonopom pa3BHHYMBACTCS HAMPATIIIEECS YXO.

Mory cBepauTs UM

WIN

Ha OyTBUIb HALIETUTHCS CITyXOM

U YXOM OTKYTOPHBATh OyTHUIH.
)

Buntu ere!

[The strained ear can be unscrewed like a corkscrew. / I can drill with it / or / take
aim at a bottle with my hearing / and uncork bottles with my ear. // Keep twisting!]

Hearing itself, hyperbolically described as a twisting and drilling motion, becomes the
impetus and the means for the poet’s continued metaphorical expansion into space. But
importantly, this unusually perceptive hearing also lends the poet access to passing time:
freed from visual detritus, Mayakovsky appreciates the resonant air as a medium of time
travel, resonant with the future and the past alike: “The air / flutters with basses / of the
past’s voices” (“Bosayx / ronocom mpoumioro / Betputcst 6acos”).* Given this sensitivity
to sounds, the poet must fine-tune his sonic receptors, a process phonetically rendered in
this passage:

Tuxo 10 KyTu.

XOTb yXO BBIKOJIH.

Ho ymmwm cnymanu.
44
Y1y npuBBIKIH.

“ Ibid., 117.
® Ibid., 113.
“ Ibid., 118.

116



[It’s devastatingly quiet. / You might as well poke your ear out. / But the ears
listened. / The ears got used to it.]

In strikingly loose accentual verse, Mayakovsky alternates dark and light vowels,
especially u and 7, and the number of hissing consonants increases in proportion to the
decreasing length of the lines, resulting in maximum sonic intensity. This effect is
furthered by the repetition of identical or similar phonemes in the confined poetic space:
-ikho und ukho, -oli and -ali, as well as inversions of similar phonemes: khot' ukho. Words
are also repeated across morphological boundaries and enjambment, creating an even
stronger echo effect: “Tikho do zhuti / khot'”” Another device in Mayakovsky’s sonic
repertory is the extraction of short words from longer ones: in this case, the singular and
plural forms of the word for “ear” (ukho, ushi) emerge from semantically related longer
words: slukhom (“using one’s hearing”) and s/ushali (“they heard”). Such devices—vivid
examples of Garrett Stewart’s “phonotext” discussed in the previous chapter—serve as
graphemic illustrations of the in-depth listening activity of the “telescopic ear”:

Cnepsa He pa3dupal ¥ pa3HHILy HOT.

(D10 BCero-To OTBUHTHUBILUCH BEPCTHI HA TpH!)

PasBe BbIenUIIIb,

€CIIM KTO KOTO PYTHET

0CcO0EHHO TPOMKO 1O O0IIEU3BECTHON MATEPH.

A Ttenepb

HE TO YTO MYXHH MOJIET Pa3InyaoT Yl —

CITBIIILY
OveHbe TyJbca Ha KaXKI0MH J1alke MyIIbeH.
Crapiry

45
KaKUM-TO TEJIECKOITMYECKUM YXOM

[At first I even failed to decipher the difference between notes / (Having only
twisted myself three versts away!) / But who’s to say / if that’s someone telling
someone off / especially loudly. / And now / my ears don’t just distinguish a fly in
flight — / I hear / the pulse beating on every little fly’s paw // I hear / with some

“ Ibid.
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kind of telescopic ear]
Having adjusted and tuned his ears, Mayakovsky finds that he has become a radio station,
simultaneously serving as receiver, transmitter, and amplifier of radiowaves, and is now
caught in an aural crossfire of signals from Moscow to New Y ork:

Bo3znyx cnbimy, —

pacxoJsATcs BOJHBI €10,

rpy3 ¢pa3 Ha CIIMHY B3BaJIMB.
[lepexknpIBatOTCs CJIOBOMOJIHHEBO
MockBa

u ['yn30H0B 3a1uB.

Mockaa.

«Bcem! Bcem! Beem!

Jla 31paBCTBYET KOMMYHUCTHUYECKAs MapTUs!
[...]

JIoBiTro oJieTarolee croia 3BHE.
B okpyxatomee Bpoccsl.

JoneTur —

M s1 HAUMHAIO 3BEHETh U 3BEHETh
aHTEHHAMHU TJia3a

I'JIOTKH,

HoOCa.

Ceroans s nobuscs cBoero. Bo BceneHHOM coBepIINIOCh HAUHEBEPOsTHENIIIEE
IpeBpalleHue.

ITpocTpaHCTB MUPOBBIX O/I0JIEHUS pajiH,
OXBaTa paJy BEKOB JUCTAHIMH

s CAETIaJICs BpOJie
OTpPOMHEMNILIEN pa,Z[I/IOCTaHI_II/II/I.46

[I hear the air, / its waves disperse, / having shouldered the weight of words. /

A word-lightning-like exchange between / Moscow / and the Hudson Bay. /
Moscow. / “To all! To all! To All!” / Long live the Communist Party! // I pick up
that which reaches me from outside / Having grown into my surroundings. / It wafts
in —/ and I begin to ring and ring / with the antennas of the eye / throat, / nose.

Today I had my own way. The universe witnessed a most unlikely transformation.

For the sake of conquering the world’s spaces, / to encompass centuries distances / [
turned myself into something like / a most enormous radio station. ]

“ Ibid., 120.

118



While Mayakovsky initially struggles against the evaporation of his physical shape
(“Titanically / I / fought against the loss / of our customary / solid body”*’), his
transformation into purely sonic radiophonic being requires the permutation of his bodily
parts: half matter, half spirit, the body assumes the qualities of ether. Here Mayakovsky
echoes an idea common in the early radio age: that broadcast makes the body disappear in
the disorienting effects of a voice divorced from its physical and visual source.*
Describing a similar effect utilized in early German radio plays, Michael P. Ryan notes:
“Surrounded by sound and still blind, we float through the ether—suspended in space we
experience what everybody experiences in outer space, namely, disembodiment.”*’ By the
same token, however, the poem celebrates the creation of a sonically amplified radio body,
constituted by sound waves and uniquely suited to Mayakovsky’s role as a cosmic radio
station that receives and transmits an endless stream of signals. One might well see this
“radio body” as corresponding to Mayakovsky’s understanding of the Soviet body politic.
As Clare Cavanagh aptly asserts regarding the poem “150,000,000” (1920), Mayakovsky
“emulates [Walt] Whitman’s feat in creating a poetic body designed to incorporate a young
and growing state” and locates “the juncture where the poet’s form fuses with the body

5550

politic.””” In “The Fifth International,” Mayakovsky’s oversized body does not encompass

the masses physically, but by receiving and sending sonic signals from the revolutionary

" Ibid., 117.

* Murasov also notes that the correlation between the recuperation of orality and a technological
process of dissmbodiment is typical for the Soviet avant-garde of the early 1920s. See Murasov,
“Das elektrifizierte Wort,” 92.

* Michael P. Ryan, “Fritz Lang’s Radio Aesthetic: M. Eine Stadt sucht einen Mérder,” German
Studies Review 2 (2013): 267.

0 Clare Cavanagh, “Whitman, Mayakovsky, and the Body Politic,” in Rereading Russian Poetry,
ed. Stephanie Sandler (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1999), 205.
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struggle of the Soviet people—although, as we will see below, his posture of selflessly
envoicing the international worker must be viewed with some suspicion.

As Mayakovsky ascends into space, the solid matter composing his body becomes
elastic, expansive, and even porous’' and is increasingly pervaded by air and sound: “I
strained my substance so much / that the wind / freely / whistled through it” (“SI Tak
HATSHYJT MOIO MATEPHIO / 4TO BETPOM / CBOGOIHO / HackBo3b cBrcTeno”).”> Sound studies
pioneer Douglas Kahn has theorized such elasticity as an essential quality of sound, noting,
for instance, how bodies are distended for slapstick effect in Walt Disney cartoons, along
with their corresponding sound effects. Mayakovsky’s stretched “radio body” implies
tautness and sensitivity, but also suggests adaptability. It is an image both humble and
bombastic: no longer needed by the Revolution, Mayakovsky has dissolved into space.
And yet, by transcending the written text and embracing sound, he represents himself as
fused with the cosmic expanse and as the world’s hypersensitive inner nervous center: “I
pick up what reaches me from the outside / Having grown into my surroundings. / It wafts
in —/ and I begin to ring and ring / with the antennas of the eye / throat, / nose.” (“JIoBito
JoneTaroliee croa u3BHe. / B okpyxatomiee Bpoccs. / JIoneTUT — / U sl HAUMHAIO 3HEBETH U
3BEHETH / aHTEHHAMU I1a3a, / TIIOTKH, / Hoca”).53
This line suggests a further characteristic of the radio body: its various functions

have been colonized by hearing, which leads to a disorienting conflation of different

sensory registers. No doubt, visual and tactile cues continue to play a role in

*! Douglas Kahn, Noise, Water, Meat: A History of Sound in the Arts (Cambridge, MA: The MIT
Press, 1999), 150.

32 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 117. This image, too, alludes to the latticed constructions of both the
Tatlin and Shukhov towers.

3 bid., 120.
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Mayakovsky’s radio sensorium, such as when he teases individual words from the
cacophonous cosmic soundscape: “A real cacophony! / But here / against this background I
/ began to feel some little letters. / I hear the air, / its waves disperse, / having shouldered
the weight of words” (“Hactosmas kakodonus! / Ho Bot / Ha 3TOM QoHe 5 / )xecTkue, /
KaK IyTOBKH, / CTaJI HaIlly[IbIBaTh Kaknue-To OyKoBKH. / Bo3ayx cieimry, — / pacxonsarcs

54
BOJIHBI €70, I'py3 (pa3 Ha CIIMHY B3BAJIUB”

). But his sense of hearing is now the poet’s
primary way of relating to the world, and it even becomes ascribed to other bodily parts,
such as the “antennas of the eye, / throat / nose.”

Mayakovsky’s radio body gives him a unique vantage point: as in “Radio
Agitator,” he claims to transcend time and space by attending to the immediacy of sound:
“For the sake of conquering the world’s spaces, / to encompass the distances of centuries /
I turned myself into something like / a most enormous radio station” (“IIpocTpancTB
MHPOBBIX OJOJICHHS PaaH, / OXBaTa paJy BEKOB AUCTAHIMI / s caenaics Bpoae /
orpoMHeiimiei paguoctanuuu’). Indeed, Mayakovsky represents his poetic word as a
hinge between present and future constituted through sound: the Soviet advance toward
full communist society is hastened by his hypertrophied sense of hearing, which receives
the sounds of the victorious future and attempts to embody them in the present moment.

This struggle to collapse the boundary between now and the future is characteristic
of the “presentist” streak of Mayakovsky’s futurist stance. The historian Frangois Hartog
has noted that futurism and presentism were closely entwined early on: “The Futurist

Manifesto showed [...] how futurism was also (already) a presentism. When Marinetti

declared: ‘Time and Space died yesterday. We are already living in a world of the

*1bid., 119.
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absolute, since we have already created eternal, omnipresent speed,’ the present became

‘futurized,” or equally, there was already nothing but the present. Speed transformed the

9955

present into eternity [...].””" In “The Fifth International” Mayakovsky associates this

awareness of the future within the present moment with the instantaneous experience of
radio sound, which not only marks the passing of time, but serves as a privileged conduit
from the present to the future. This grasp of time and space as experienced through sound
is demonstrated by the following passage:

XOTh pyKaMu IIynai B 22 U3MEpPEHUs.

Hert kpaeB npocTpaHCTBY,

BPEMEHU KOHILIA HET.

Tak pucyroT QyTypHuCThI eaylee WK UayIlee:

HEHU3BECTHO,

YTO Belllb,

qTo Cclex,

Cpa3y BHJUILb BElllb U3 NPOILEALIETO B IpsIyLIee.

Hudero He pexyT BpeMEHU HOXH.

[You might as well grope with your hands in 22 dimensions. / There are no bounds

to space, / no end to time. / This is how futurists draw something driving or

walking: / it is unclear / what is the thing / and what its consequence, / you

immediately see the thing from the past into the future. / Time’s knives do not cut

anything. ]
By their very nature, optic impressions are perceived in sequence and framed by our field
of vision, giving the illusion of static, physically bounded objects. By contrast, sonic
experience is less clearly structured: sounds typically overlap in time and their contours
blend together. As an illustration, sound tends to blur the distinction between thing and

consequence, cause and effect: it is essentially fleeting, transitioning from past to future,

and cannot be captured the way a still image can; sound is flux and temporality itself. By

> Frangois Hartog, Regimes of Historicity: Presentism and Experiences of Time (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2015), 108.

% Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 116.

122



closely associating his poetry with this deep metaphysical experience of radio sound—
understood as the very heart of time and space—the text makes the bombastically
Mayakovskian claim that other contemporary attempts to capture the truth via artistic,
scientific, and spiritual endeavors are irrelevant. Underscoring this point, the first part of
the poem ends with a sarcastic litany of various rationalizations for Mayakovsky’s self-
stylization as a radio poet. As his derisive reactions show, none of these discourses do
justice to his radically new poetic practice:

C TeueHreM BPEMEHH C 3€MJIM CTalld 3aMeuyaTh MOE COOPYKEHHUE. 3eMJIst

omenomuiack. [lonumu nenuts Teneckonsl. KHUra 3a KHUroi, 3a cTarbeit cTaThsl.

[TonurexHrueckuit My3eil B3pbIBaJICs HEMIPEKPaAIIAOMUMHCS AUCITyTaMu. S XxBaTan

Ha JIETy paJuo BakHeHmux MHeHui. CBoJIKa:

Te, KTO HE BUIAT Jayiblile aplINHA,

IIPOCTO HE BEPAT:

«Kaxkas Takas mammna??»

ITo3Th! yTBEPKIAIOT:

«HoBBIN BBIITYCK «UCTOBY,

IIPOCTO HAIIPABJIECHHUE TAKOE

HOBOE, —

YHAaHUMUCTOBY.

[As time passed, the earth began to take note of my contraption. The earth was

dumbstruck. They set off aiming their telescopes. One book after another, article by

article. The Polytechnic Museum exploded with endless disputes. On the fly I

picked up radio signals of the most important opinions. A report:

Those who see no further than an arshin / simply don’t believe it: / “What sort of

machine??” / The poets maintain: / “A new installment of ‘-ists’,” / just some new

tendency, / the unanimists.”]
Notably, the first explanation cited is an aesthetic one, which implies that Mayakovsky
is simply following the latest avant-garde tendency. Yet as he states in the poem’s
prologue, he aims to transcend the bounds of literary style altogether, by replacing

“wreaths of alliterations” [venchiki alliteratsii] and “poetic stilts” [poeticheskie

khoduli] with a maximally simplified idiom: “I / only allow / poetry / one form: / the
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shortness, / and exactitude of mathematical formulas” (“f1 / moa3uu / ogHy pazpemaio
dbopMy: / KpaTKocTh, / TOYHOCTH MaTeMaTHuecKux dhopmyir’”).”’

By giving voice to the Russian mystical and religious tradition, he then
dismisses the idea that his transformation is a metaphor for spiritual omnipotence:

MHUCTHUKH NUITYT:

«Jloroc.

Ot0 BcemoryuiectBo. OT rocmoa 6ora-c».

[The mystics write: / “Logos. / This is omnipotence. From the Lord God.”]

Next, citing the marxist literary critic Petr S. Kogan (1872—-1932), a frequent opponent
in literary polemics who faulted Mayakovsky’s poetry for its lack of sincerity and
dubious “revolutionary” pathos, he deflects potential accusations of self-promotion
related to his maximalist rhetoric:

I1. C. Koran:

«Hy, 4ro BB, Npaso,

3TO

POCTO

CHUMBOJIM3UPYETCS IOCMEPTHAS CIIaBay.

[P. S. Kogan: / “Well, now, really, / this / simply / symbolizes postmortal fame.”]
Finally, Marxist critics and politicians offer their own explanation, according to which
Mayakovsky’s transfiguration exemplifies the newly-found powers of the working
class:

MapkcucTbl BCECTOPOHHE OOCYIUITU TUBO.

Pemmmnu:

«9T10

OJIMLIETBOPEHHASI MOILb KOJUIEKTHUBAY.

A. B. Jlynauapckwii:
58
«9T0 0OH 0 KOcMoce!»

7 1bid., 108.
¥ 1bid., 120-121.
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[The Marxists discussed the marvel at length. / They decided: / “This / is the
personified might of the collective.” / A. V. Lunacharsky: / “He’s talking about
space!”’]

Mayakovsky’s summary dismissal of these aesthetic, religious, socio-economic, as
well as political, explications of his “radiofication” stems from his epistemology, which
holds that sound is truthful and authentic, whereas visual information—and, by extension,
all written language—is an abstraction. As these reactions to the poem are largely written
and printed (“One book after another, article by article” by writers “who see no further
than an arshin” because they do not /isten), they fail to grasp the radical nature of
Mayakovsky’s transformation. And yet, although Mayakovsky seeks to selflessly hasten a
new communist order by relaying the future as sound, his use of radio to stress his
individual voice—and the role of his own privileged hearing—compounds, rather than
resolves his tensions with the literary establishment, and only deepens the contrast between
the poet’s personal voice and proletarian literature’s aim of anonymously speaking for the
masses.

Indeed, “The Fifth International” is hardly a paean to the Soviet worker’s state
and its technological achievements; nor does its representation of the poet figure
abandon individualism in the way the Left Front of Art aspired to. It achieves nothing
like the self-effacing aural montage of Khlebnikov’s late texts, for instance; nor are the
masses given a voice in any notable way. For a self-avowed proletarian poet, both
Mayakovsky’s radio poems and his post-1925 live performances played fast and loose
with accepted norms of individualism in Soviet writing. Jurij Murasov suggests in
passing that the tension between personal voice and a polyphony of the masses is

limited to Mayakovsky’s written works, and was resolved when he began to perform
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on the radio; but this thought ignores Mayakovsky’s general trajectory of antagonism
toward Soviet cultural policy and his consistently imperious self image.” As a
contemporary account of the poet’s debut radio reading suggests (on May 2, 1925, in a
live broadcast of the first May Day Parade to be celebrated on the airwaves), a sense of
personal aggrandizement accompanied these readings as well: “He entered the studio
and stood at the control panel. ‘So, are there many listeners?’ he asked, pointing his
cane at the microphone. ‘The entire world.” ‘Well, that’s all I need,” Mayakovsky said.
[...] When the ‘microphone on’ signal flashed, he approached and announced:
‘Mayakovsky speaking!” and began to read new poems.”® By implication, even
granting some retrospective embellishment by an admiring contemporary, such self-
posturing casts doubt on the speaker of Mayakovsky’s radio poems. In the final result,
works such as “My May” project a personal voice that contradicts the idealized
dissolution of the poet’s self in a collective voicing of workers’ concerns: “I am a
worker — this May is mine! / I am a peasant — / this is my May!” (‘I paGouuit — / 3T0T
Maii Moii! / I kpecThsiHIHE — / 9T0 Moii Maii”).!

In “The Fifth International,” Mayakovsky openly addresses, but likewise fails to
resolve this tension between his role as a self-less “conduit” for Soviet voices and the

supposed self-centeredness of his writing.** The prose interlude between parts one and two

5 Murasov, 95-96.

% Ivan Rakhillo, Serebrianyi pereulok (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1974), 345-346. “Bowen
B cTyauto. OCTaHOBMIICS y MyJIbTa. — A MHOTO TaM CIYyIIATENeH? — CIPOCHUIL, TOKA3bIBAsI MATKON
Ha MUKpoGoH. — Bech Mup. — A MHe OosbIlle U He Hal0, — 3asBUI MasskoBckuid. — [...] U xorma

BCHBIXHYJ CUTHAT ‘MuKpodoH BKIIFOUYEeH!  — mojomien U 00bsiBUI: — 'oBOpuUT MasikoBckuit! —

W Hayaj YATaTh HOBBIC CTUXH.”

1 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 30.

52 Only two of the poem’s projected eight parts were written, perhaps a tacit admission of the text’s
irresolvable aesthetic and political dilemma.
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predicts the objections of readers and literary critics alike: “Forgive me, comrade
Mayakovsky. Here you are, always yelling: ‘socialist art, socialist art.” And in your poems:
I, I, and I. I am radio, [ am a tower, [ am this, [ am that. What’s the matter?” (“IIpocture,
ToBapull MaskoBCKHUii. BOT BBI Bce BpeMsi opeTe — ‘COIMaNINCTUIECKOE UCKYCCTBO,
COIMAJMCTHYECKOE UCKYCCTBO . A B CTHXaX 4, s U 5. 5] paauno, s GamHs 5 T0, 51 Apyroe. B
gem gen0?”).* Mayakovsky’s response—intended as a blow at the Proletkult group, a
mass-organization of writers advocating an entirely class-based literary style—makes light
of “small-minded” proletarian aesthetics: “if you will say insignificant things, / however
much you exchange “we” for “I”’ / you will not escape the lyrical ditch” (“eciu roBoputh
MEJIKUE BEIIH, / CKOJIBKO HU 3aMeHAl «S» — «Mbl», / He BbUIE3€UIb U3 IMPUIECKON SIMBI”),
a pun on the Russian genitive of “ditch” [iamy] and the words for I [ia] and we [my].64
Such hubris hides the fact that Mayakovsky, not unlike Khlebnikov, proved naive
regarding the power network that enabled the prominence of his voice—both literally, in
radio broadcasts, and metaphorically, in his literary celebration of a radiophonically
enhanced poet-body. His emphasis on the uniqueness and supremacy of his own voice
implies an obliviousness to how radio appropriates voice and subjects it to its own laws,
especially in a state keen to make radio its ideological handmaiden. Mayakovsky’s attitude
toward radio is marked by an exaggerated sense of personal agency and self-determination;
his enthusiasm for technologically enhancing his body and voice, moreover, obscures the
fact that this is enabled by a more powerful “body” welded together by firm political
control. In “The Fifth International,” he invokes radio’s enhancing powers entirely of his

own volition, first identifying with and later disentangling himself from the medium:

% bid., 122.
 Ibid.
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“Mayakovsky! / Be man again! / By the strength of thought, / nerves, / veins / I, / like a
hundred-mile spy-glass, / quietly folded my enormous neck” (“MasikoBckuii! / Onsth
yenoBekoM Oynp! / Cusoii Mbiciu, / HEPBOB, / KW / 51, / KaK CTOBEPCTHYIO MOA30PHYIO
Tpy6y, / THx0 menmty croxur”).%’ This avant-gardistic self-determination vis-a-vis radio
ignores the fact that Mayakovsky’s technological reverie is enabled not by an indifferent
consumer good, but by a form of ideological power that permeated Soviet life, and with
which he had, for better or worse, chosen to identify. Indeed, Mayakovsky even fails to
treat the radio network as an explicitly Soviet achievement, viewing it as a cosmic

phenomenon that exists apart from the business of class warfare and political struggle.

Poetry on the Radio (1925-30)

For Mayakovsky, then, radio inspired a way of writing that sought to fully reflect
the polyphony of Soviet voices by stressing the role of the living word and of sonic
experience: its effects would be instantaneous, veracious, democratic, and all-
encompassing. This rhetorical move, as I have suggested, also allowed Mayakovsky to flee
from the myopic polemics of Soviet literary criticism, which—like the forms of bourgeois
communication he critiques in his radio poems—are all dependent on the medium of print.
Below I will suggest that Mayakovsky’s meditations on radio sound were not just a
rhetorical demonstration of the supremacy of sonic speech over the printed text. His
essays, I argue, suggest uses of broadcast that would truly transform the ratio of print and
sound culture in the Soviet literary institution.

Mayakovsky’s fascination with sound media derives from his view of literature as a

5 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 134.
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primarily oral medium and from his long-standing rejection of print media, which he
polemically condemns as a relic of the bourgeois past. He portrays book, journal, and
paper as formats incompatible with the frenetic pace of events after the October
Revolution: “The stage-based character of poetry [...] not only implies a lack of paper, but
also the frantic pace of the Revolution, which print technology was unable to chase after
[...] The printing press trailed behind hopelessly.”®® And Mayakovsky contrasts
instantaneously effective live speech with the irrelevant newspaper form®’, while poems
such as “Paper Monsters” (“Bumazhnye uzhasy,” 1927) identify paper as emblematic of an
enslaving bureaucracy that wireless speech would abolish with instantaneous precision.®®
Reflections by Mayakovsky’s contemporaries further reveal how the poet valorized
spontaneous speech over premeditated thoughts borne by paper. Before a dispute with the
artist Evgenii Katsman (1890-1976), for instance, Mayakovsky is said to have spilled
water onto his opponent’s notes, ostensibly by accident, forcing him to crumple them and
to engage in an unscripted, improvised polemic.®”” He was also privy to the first Soviet
attempts to return to spoken language a central role in political propaganda: like
Khlebnikov, Mayakovsky was employed by the Russian Telegraph Agency (ROSTA)
beginning in 1918. He played an integral part in developing the large stenciled ROSTA

propaganda posters, which he also characterized in terms of sound, compressing them into

66 . .. . .. . o

Maiakovskii, “Tol'ko ne vospominaniia ...,” in PSS, vol. 12, 153. “DcrpagHblii XapakTep M033UU
[...] PTO HE TOJIBKO OTCYTCTBUE OyMaru, 3T0 OCLIEHBIH TEMIT PEBOJIIOIHH, 32 KOTOPBIM HE MOTJIa
yTHATbCS MeYaTHAs TeXHUKA [...] CTaHOK 6€3HaJeKHO 3aTAruBai.”

%7 In proclamations such as “pull firmly fused phrases out of the dusty paper of newspapers and
journals” (‘“BeITalIMTe U3 3aMBIICHHON ra3eTHOW U XXYPHAIBHON OyMaru Kpernko CKOJIOUESHHbIS
¢pasbr”). See Maiakovskii, “Dva Chekhova,” in PSS, vol. 1, 294.

% Ibid., vol. 8, 11.
% See Katanian, Maiakovskii, 298.
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“flecks of paint and the sound of slogans” [zvon lozungov].”

Another likely influence on Mayakovsky’s interest in the sonic realization of poetic
texts, and on his stubborn belief in the primacy of the spoken word, was his acquaintance
with the linguist Sergei Bernshtein (1892—-1970) and other members of the Institute of the
Living Word (Institut zhivogo slova). Directed by its founder, the actor Vsevolod
Vsevolodskii-Gerngross, and backed by the Commissar of Education, Anatoly
Lunacharskys, this research collective was active from 1918-23. Its primary goal was to
analyze, reinvigorate, and popularize the art of public speech in its various social, political,
and aesthetic forms.”" A lively interest in spoken language and the art of declamation in
linguistics, psychology, and other disciplines had taken hold around 1910. At the Institute
of the Living Word, Bernshtein created a separate “phonetic laboratory” in 1920, known as
the “Office for the Study of Artistic Speech” (Kabinet izucheniia khudozhestvennoi rechi).
In order to document the ineffable qualities of speech and to study literary texts, theatrical
performances, and language as such in their auditory dimension, he amassed over six
hundred wax cylinders containing the voices of Silver Age poets and early Soviet actors
and writers. Collected between 1918 and 1924, among these recorded voices were, in
addition to Mayakovsky’s, those of Andrei Bely, Aleksandr Blok, Sergei Esenin and Osip

Mandelstam.”?

70 .. .

Mayakovskii, “Proshu slova...,” in PSS, vol. 12, 205. “3T0 — npoTOKOJIbHAS 3aIIHCh
TPYJIHEHIIEr0o TPEXJISTHs PEBOIIOIMOHHON OOPHOBI, IepeJaHHAas MATHAMH KPACOK M 3BOHOM
JIO3yHI'OB.”

! For more on the Institute of the Living Word, see Raffaella Vassena, “K rekonstruktsii istorii
deiatel'nosti Instituta zhivogo slova (1918-1924),” Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie 86 (2007): 79-95.
See also the substantial anthology, which contains numerous articles on the Institute: Zhivoe slovo:
logos—golos—dvizhenie—zhest: Sbornik statei i materialov, edited by V. V. Feshchenko (Moscow:
Novoe Literaturnoe Obozrenie, 2015).

72 See, for instance, Sergei Bernshtein, “O kamernoi deklaratsii” and “Golos Bloka,” in Blokovskii
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Bernshtein distinguished between “non-declamatory” [nedeklamativnyi] and
“declamatory” [deklamativnyi] poets, who understand poetry as an inherently aural
medium characterized by a sonorous material form.” He used this binary to contrast poets
such as Aleksandr Blok, who reportedly composed his poems silently, to Andrei Bely, for
whom the poetic text was indistinguishable from its articulated sound shape and who
sought to convey the poem’s “correct” intonational contours by unorthodox punctuation
marks and enjambment. Furthermore, Bernshtein strove to scientifically document the
polyvalent nature of poetic sound. Based on his analyses of sound recordings, he disputed
the existence of a clear, predetermined relationship between a written text and its various
“sounded” versions:

We are justified in stating that the ‘law of performance’ is not contained within the

poem; and what is more, that no poem contains any single law of performance: for

any poem we can imagine an entire series of declamatory interpretations, which do

not coincide but are all aesthetically valid. The poem’s work is only the

precondition for a certain closed circle of declamatory possibilities.”®
To Bernshtein and his colleagues, any poetic text was open to a range of meanings, and the
divergent interpretations were closely related to the varying “translations” of a text into
sound. Put differently, different vocalizations of a single text could lead to very different
readings. The task of a stage actor or a declaimer of poetry could no longer be restricted to

simply finding and giving the proper “material” form to a particular sanctioned

interpretation. On the contrary, Bernshtein realized that the divergent tonalities of spoken

sbornik II (Tartu, 1972), 454-525.
& Sergei Bernshtein, “Stikh i deklamatsiia,” in Russkaia rech’ (Leningrad, 1927), 18.

74 Sergei Bernshtein, “Stikh i deklamatsiia,” 12. “MbI BpaBe yTBepKIaTh, YTO ‘3aKOH
HCIIOJTHEHUsI’ B CTUXOTBOPCHHH HE 3aJI0KEH; U Jake 60Jiee TOTo, 4YTO HEeT SIMHOTO 3aKOHA
HCIIOJTHEHUSI KaKOTo OBl TO HU OBLIO CTUXOTBOPEHHMS: JJIsl BCAKOTO CTUXOTBOPEHUS MBICITUM IETIBII
PAIl HEe COBMAIAONTUX MEXIY CO0O0M M B TO K€ BPeMs SCTETUUECKHU 3aKOHHBIX JICKIaMaIldOHHBIX
uHTepnperauuil. I[lpousBeaeHne mosTa TuiIs 00yCIOBINBACT H3BECTHBIN 3aMKHYTBIH KPYT
JEKJIaMallMOHHBIX BO3MOKHOCTEMH.”
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performances could—and should—adjust and influence the interpretation of a written text.
The conclusions of Bernshtein’s fortuitous alignment of hermeneutics with sound
technology recall Western musicologists’ discovery of the phonograph around the turn of
the twentieth century. Alexander Rehding notes that sound recording upset “the integrity of
the musical work and its complex ontology, which, following the aesthetician Roman
Ingarden, is lodged as an intentional object somewhere between score and performance.
The alternative ontology that the phonograph provided suggested that music was no longer
conceivable as only an imperfect representation of the ideal performance, but was rather

9975

repeatedly accessible as the site of musical reality.”’” Rehding continues: “Put simply, with

the emergence of the phonograph as a tool for musicological research, musical meaning
was no longer thought to be found beyond the individual performance, but rather in it.”’®
By the same token, the increasing attention that experimental Soviet linguists and
philologists paid to sounded and performed language shifted attention away from the
printed text as a privileged site of meaning.

Not surprisingly, Bernshtein took a particular interest in Mayakovsky, whose
readings he recorded on the phonograph twice, in December 1920 and in January 1926,
after Mayakovsky’s journey to the United States. (A third reading was arranged for April

1930 but was prevented by the poet’s suicide that month).”” In a 1936 article for the radio

journal USSR Speaking (Govorit SSSR), Bernshtein summarizes some of his findings in

™ Alexander Rehding, “Wax Cylinder Revolutions,” The Musical Quarterly 88 (2005): 134.
7 Ibid., 146.

7 For a short description of Bernshtein’s recordings of Mayakovsky, his recollections and
conclusions about the poet’s voice, as well as the holdings at the Mayakovsky Museum’s sound
library, see Lev A. Shilov, Zdes' zhil Maiakovskii (Moscow: Moskovskii rabochii, 1963), 155; Lev
A. Shilov, “la slyshal po radio golos Tolstogo...” Ocherki zvuchashchei literatury (Moscow:
Iskusstvo, 1989), 74-88.
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direct reference to Mayakovsky’s reading patterns:
In contrast to the static declamatory style of the Symbolists, [Mayakovsky’s]
manner of reading reveals a dynamic construction of spoken phrases, which
reflects, comments on, and elaborates the semantic structure of the poetic text...
The creator of a new poetic style that endows his poems with a material vibration
inevitably becomes the creator of a new style of declamation.”

To understand what Bernshtein means by the “material vibration” of Mayakovsky’s

poems, let us consider how Mayakovsky described his own creative process in the mid-

1920s. Mayakovsky’s major aesthetic program “How to Make Verse” (“Kak delat'

stikhi,” 1926) asserts that his texts are engendered by an external sound source that

affects him viscerally, physically, and in a manner not entirely within his powers. He

describes his brain as being constantly susceptible to any number of sonic stimuli:
How is a poem made? The work begins long before one receives and comprehends
a commission from society. The preceding poetic work is conducted ceaselessly.
[...] For instance, right now (I am writing only about what came to mind this
moment) my brain is buzzing with the great name “Mr. Glyceron”, which came
about by chance during some interrupted conversation about glycerin [...] Or there
is the rhythm of some American tune that I like [.. 17

Aleatoric soundbytes such as these constitute a repertory from which the poet draws once

the initial creative impulse for a new poem arises. This moment is likewise described in

terms of an external sonic source: a vague rhythm that the poet never deliberately chooses,

but receives through an involuntary tactile affection. Next, Mayakovsky begins to pace

™ Sergei Bernshtein, “Problemy russkogo proiznosheniia,” Govorit SSSR, no. 2 (1936): 12. “B
MPOTUBOIIOJIIOKHOCTh CTATUYHOCTH YUTKHA CUMBOJIIUCTOB, B €T0 YUTKE MBI HAXOJIUM IMHAMHYECKOE
MOCTPOCHUE 3BYUAlINX (Ppa3, oTpaxkaroliee, KOMMEHTUPYIOIIEE H KOHKPETU3HPYOIIee
CMBICJIOBYIO CTPYKTYPY IO3THYECKOTO TeKCTa... Co3/aTens HOBOTO MO3THYECKOTO CTHIISA, O0JIeKast
CBOM CTHXHU B MaTepHalIbHOE 3By4YaHHE, HEM30€KHO CTAHOBUTCS CO3JaTENIEM HOBOTO CTHIIS
nexiiaManuu.”

79 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 89. “Kaxk e neimaercsa ctux? Pabora HaunHaeTCs 33100 10
MOJIYYEeHHS, O OCO3HAHUS COIMAILHOTO 3aKa3a. [IpenmecTByromias mosTuueckas paboTa BeaeTcs
HempepbIBHO |[...] Hampumep, ceffuac (muiry TOIBKO O TOM, YTO MOMEHTAIBHO IIPHILIIO B TOJIOBY)
MHE CBEPJIMT MO3T Xopotasi paMuiust «rocrnoaus [uiepon», mpoucieanas ciydaiiHo npu
KaKOM-TO TIEpEBPaHHOM pasroBope o riauiepune [...] EcTe HpaBsmuiics MHE pa3Mep Kakoi-To
aMepUKaHCKOW MEeCeHKH [...].”
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agitatedly or to otherwise physically enact a rhythmic pattern dictated by the basic idea of
the poem:

I walk, waving my arms and mumbling still almost without words, now shortening
my step, so as not to disrupt the mumbling, now mumbling faster to the beat of my
pace. This is how rhythm is pared down and takes shape: the basis of any poetic
thing, which runs through it like a low rumble. Gradually you begin to form
disconnected words from this rhythm.*

This inarticulate low rumble gradually produces more discrete and articulate sounds,
words, and rhymed phrases. Mayakovsky’s contemporaries, too, confirm that he composed
his verse out loud, in a manner that closely resembles Osip Mandelstam’s approach to

writing: “his sentences were worked over using his voice, they rubbed against one
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another.”” Like his radio-inspired poems, the manifestos portray Mayakovsky as a

sensitive conduit of external sounds who utilizes even the most banal sonic repetition as a
springboard for poetic creativity:

It is unknown where this basic rhythmic rumble comes from. For me it is any
repetition within me of a sound, noise, a swinging or even generally the repetition
of any phenomenon that I perceive as sound. The rhythm can be brought on by the
noise of the recurring ocean, or by the housekeeper, who slams the door every
morning, and, regzeating herself, shuffles on, pattering about in my

consciousness. ..

% Ibid., 100. “s XO0XY, pa3MaxuBas pyKaMy U MblUa €Ille o4t 6e3 CJI0B, TO YKOpauuBas Iar,
4YTOO HE MEIllaTh MBIYaHHUIO, TO IOMBIYMBaI0 OBICTpEE B TaKT maraM. Tak oOcTpyruBaeTcs u

0 OpMIISETCSI PUTM — OCHOBA BCSIKOW MTOITUYECKOH BEIU, IPOXOIAIIAs Yepe3 Hee IyJIOM.
[ocTeneHHO U3 ATOTO T'yJia HAYWHACIIb BHITUCKUBATH OT/IEJBHBIE CI0Ba.”

81 Spasskii, Maiakovskii i ego sputniki, 54. “MasikoBcknii ‘mucan’ B rooBe. [ 0TOBBIE CTHXH
MEePEeHOCUITUCH Ha OyMary. JTo He 3HAUMT, YTO OH N0OBIBaJ UX jJerko. OTOOp CIIOB, UX IPUTOHKA
JPYT K APYTY OCYIIECTBISUIMCH C HEOOX0AUMBbIMU TpyaHOCTsIMH. Ho (hpa3sl 0OpabaThiBaInCh
roJ0COM, MEPETUPATICH OJIHA O JPYTYIO0, KOT/Ia OpOani OH B3aJ U BIIEpe]], HEBHATHO OOpMOYa HX
mpo cebs.”

82 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 101. “OTKyl1a MPUXOAMUT ITOT OCHOBHOM T'yJI-pUTM — HEM3BECTHO. J{yist
MEHS 3TO BCSIKOE MTOBTOPEHUE BO MHE 3BYKa, IyMa, TOKAYUBAHUS HITU JIa)Ke BOOOIIIe MOBTOPEHUE
KaXX0TO SBJICHHS, KOTOPOE S BBIACISAIO 3ByKOM. PUTM MOKET MPUHECTH U IIYM MOBTOPSIIOIIETOCS
MOpsi, ¥ IPUCITYTa, KOTOpasi ©XXEyTPEHHE XJIOAeT ABEPhIO U, IIOBTOPSACH, IICTETCS, IIJIenas B
MOEM CO3HaHMH...”
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The initial creative impulse underlying any poem is a sound that seizes on the poet from
without, a particular rhythmic pattern that compels him to gradually articulate
corresponding words. And, like radio waves, this sonic stimulus at once envelops the body
physically and reverberates in the mind.

Importantly, for Mayakovsky this sonic origin of poetry never turns into a self-
sufficient principle. His poems after 1917 rarely experiment with a trans-sense language
that destabilizes the connection between signifier and signified, as in the experiments of
Khlebnikov or Kruchenykh. Nor does he produce writing that is particularly musical or
melodious while remaining within the bounds of sensible language.* Indeed, Mayakovsky
stresses the dangers of excessively sonorous verse, in which sound carries no function or is
excessively indeterminate.** Rather, sound enters Mayakovsky’s poems as a structural
component that shapes its form and content down to the most subordinate detail, similarly
to what the Czech literary critic Jan Mukatovsky called the “motor process” in poetry: a
method by which “the phonetical aspect acts not only in parallel with other parts of the

text, but [...] operates towards them as a direct influence.”™

For Mukatovsky, a poem was
the result of an inner “unidirectional movement” that the poem reflected in each of its

. .. . . 86
components, in order to affect and evoke a similar movement in the reader’s mind.

% For a useful definition of the relationship between “sonorization” and “musicalization” of the
poetical line, see Mario Costa, “The Word of Poetry, Sounds of Voice and Technology,” Visible
Language 35 (2001), 7: “[S]peaking of ‘musicality in the line,” one means that the relationship
betweeen signified and signifier is so closed that the meaning is expected to be suggested also by
the sounds of the words; the ‘sonorization’ breaks, on the contrary, any links between signified and
signifier, and it employs only ‘the sound signifier’ as a self-meaningful material.”

84 .. g . . . .
Mayakovskii, “Kak delat' stikhi?”, in PSS, 112. “The exaggerated use of consonance, alliteration,

etc. gives the impression of excessiveness even after a minute of reading” (“ITlepe6opiieHHOCTH

CO3BYYHH, aJUTUTEPANUH U T. TI. Yepe3 MUHYTY UTECHHsI CO3/IaeT BIICUATIICHUE TPECHIINEHHOCTH ).

% Jan Mukafovsky, O motorickém déni v poezii (Prague: Odeon, 1985), 86.
86 :
Ibid.
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Contemporary Russian theorists of poetic declamation such as Sergei Bernshtein and Sof'ia
Vysheslavtseva apply this idea of a “motor” affect quite literally to the articulatory as well
as other muscles in the body: “In a somewhat weaker form, but still more strongly and
more vividly than in perceiving the poem only with the eye or the inner ear, [motor-

87
7" Here

articulatory sensations] are communicated via the declaimer also to the auditors.
the text’s emotional and intellectual reception is aided and augmented by somatic sound
affects.

For Mayakovsky, this initial impulse triggers the first poetic articulation and
permeates the whole process of composing verse. The description of this sonic stimulus in
his theoretical articles shows that the discourse of sound reproduction, with its central
concepts of vibration, transmission, and (re)inscription, occupies a central place in his
understanding of poetry. Thus, for example, “How to Make Verse” also relates poetic
rhythm to forms of electro-magnetic energy and invokes the “electro-technical offices”
[elektrotekhnicheskie kontory] on Myasnitskaya Street as part of the rich urban impulses
that prompted Mayakovsky’s poem about Sergei Esenin’s suicide.*® Furthermore, he
defines rhythm as a fundamental energy form: “Rhythm is the basic force, the basic energy
of the poem. It cannot be explained, one can only talk about it the way one does about
magnetism or electricity.”® As with Mukafovsky’s theory of the “motor process,” the

basis of all verse is here an indivisible energy form, mysterious and unspeakable, but

simultaneously endlessly nuanced and variable. As Mayakovsky writes—and one might

¥ Sof'ia Vysheslavtseva, “O motornykh impul'sakh stikha,” Poetika: sbornik statei III (Leningrad:
Akademiia, 1927): 47, translation by Olga Peters Hasty, in “Dancing Vowels: Mandelshtam in the
Mouth,” Slavic and East European Journal 2 (2015): 215.

8 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 100.

89 1.
Ibid., 101: “Put™M — 3TO OCHOBHasI cHJIa, OCHOBHAs dHepTUsl cTuXa. OOBSICHUTH €ro HeJIb3s, PO
HEro MO’HO CKa3aTh TOJIbKO TaK, KAK TOBOPUTCS PO MAarHETHU3M HJIH 3JISKTPHUUECTBO.”
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well apply his words to electromagnetic waves—“rhythm can be the same in many poems,
and even in a poet’s entire oeuvre, but this does not make his work monotonous, since
rhythm can be extremely complex and difficult to realize [...].”"°

As laicistic as his understanding of the scientific particulars was, Mayakovsky’s
description of the infectious nature of sound, and of the infinite adaptability of nuanced
rhythmic patterns, maps onto contemporary concepts of electromagnetic radiation. Since
the first equations of James Clerk Maxwell (1861), later confirmed by Heinrich Hertz,
electromagnetic waves were thought to be the result of accelerated particles. These could
impact other charged particles, making them resonate in ways similar to the originating
source of the energy: “The surface of a body that intercepts the electromagnetic wave
receives a certain amount of energy, momentum, and angular momentum. The received
momentum is equivalent to a radiation pressure on the body and the received angular

%! Mayakovsky overtly mentions one such

momentum may set the body in motion.
characteristic of electromagnetic waves—its original charge and the resulting
momentum—further in the text: “magnetic energy induced in a horseshoe will attract iron
filings and is useless for any other purpose.”

From this notion of poetry as the incarnation of a sonic impulse it was not far to

Mayakovsky’s ideas about radio as the ideal medium for lyric verse. His hyperbolic

account of poetic practice in “How to Make Verse” stresses his interest in the forms of

90 19 N
Ibid.: “PuT™M MOXeT ObITh OJIMH BO MHOTHX CTHXaX, IaJKe BO BCel paboTe 1moaTa, HO 3TO HE
JenaeT paboTy 0JIHOOOPA3HOM, TaK KaK PUTM MOKET OBITh JI0 TOT'O CIIOXKEH U TPYIHO 0hopMIIsieM

[...]”
' Tamer Becherrawy, Electromagnetism: Maxwell Equations, Wave Propagation and Emission
(London: ISTE and Wiley, 2012), 302.

92 . .. g .

Maiakovskii, “Kak delat' stikhi?,” 102. “Tak, HanmpuMep, MarHUTHAsI SHEPIHsl, OTHYIICHHAS Ha
MOJIKOBKY, Oy/IeT IPUTATHBATH CTAIbHBIC IEPHIIIKHA, U HA K KAKOMY JIPYTOMY JIeNTy €€ He
MPUCIIOCOOUIITB.”
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poetic production and dissemination, rather than in its ideal content, insisting that the
“poetic environment” is closely tied up with the forms of technology available to poets:
“the best work of poetry will be written according to the Comintern’s social commission
[...]; it will be conveyed in new words that are expressive and clear to all, worked out on a
table equipped according to NOT®*, and delivered to the editors via airplane [...] the poetic

%4 The notion of

environment is also among the most important factors of our production.
“poetic environment” [poeticheskii byt] in this account of a technologized system of poetic
production alludes to “literary environment” [/iteraturnyi byt], a concept by the Formalist
critic Boris Eikhenbaum, who studied literary evolution as an amalgam of socio-economic
conditions that enable the production and distribution of literature.’” For Eikhenbaum, the
social transformations after the October Revolution have also shifted the focus of literary
studies from “how to write” to “how to be a writer.” While Eikhenbaum’s theory lacks
Mayakovsky’s emphasis on technologization, it likewise envisions a change in the literary

system that privileges the direct relationship between writer and readers over the niceties

of literary style.

% An acronym for “Nauchnaia Organizatsiia Truda” (Scientific Organization of Labor), a form of
workflow optimization based on F. W. Taylor’s labor management techniques in the manufacturing
industries.

* Ibid., 89. “Jly4IIuM MO3THYECKUM MPOU3BEICHUEM OyIET TO, KOTOPOE HATUCAHO 110
couuanbHOMY 3aka3y KomMuHTEepHa, MMEIoIIee [eJIEeBYI0 YCTAHOBKY Ha MO0ey IpojeTrapuara,
nepeJaHHOe HOBBIMY CJIOBaMU, BBIPA3UTEIbHBIMU U MIOHSATHBIMH BCEM, CpabOTaHHOE Ha CTOJIE,
obopynoBannoMm o HOTy, u gocTaBneHHOE B peJaKLHIO Ha a3pOIIaHe |[...] MO3THUECKH OBIT 3TO
TOXE OJMH U3 BaXKHEHITUX (PaKTOPOB HAIIEeTo MPOU3BOJCTBA.”

% See Boris Eikhenbaum, “Literature and the Writer” (“Literatura i pisatel”™), Zvezda, 5 (1927):
121-40, and “Literature and the Literary Environment” (“Literatura i literaturnyi byt”), Na
literaturnom postu, 9 (1927): 47-52. Bonpoc o ToM, Kak nucaTh, CMEHHWJICS WJIH, 110 KpaliHe# mMepe,
OCJIOKHUIIICS IPYTUM — ‘Kak Ovime nucamenem’. [...] KpU3ncC cefyac mepexuBaeT He IUTepaTypa
cama 1o cebe, a ee colranbHoe ObITOBaHUe. MI3MEHMI0Ch PO ECCHOHAIBHOE MOJIOKEHUE
nucaTesi, i3MEHUJIOCh COOTHOIICHUE TIHCATENS U YUTATENs, K3MEHWIUCH PUBBIYHBIC YCIOBUS U
(dbopMma IuTepaTypHOU PabOThl — MPOMU3OLIEI PEIIUTEIbHBIN CIBUT B 00JACTH CAMOTO
JTUTEPATyPHOTO OBITA.
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By the mid-1920s, then, for Mayakovsky the answer to the question “how to be a
writer” lies, at least partly, in the radio waves; like Eikhenbaum he wants to replace the
question of literary style (“how to write””) with a new form of literary transmission. Many
of Mayakovsky’s poems also thematize the fact that its messages are transmitted via
acoustic and electronic sounds, rather than through printed texts. As a result, Mayakovsky
paradoxically suggests that a poet’s literary merit must be judged based on the suitability
of his physical voice for radio broadcasts. In printed texts, a poet’s facility for language
corresponds to his ability to make written words evoke their live sonic equivalent. With the
performed and broadcast poetic text, comprehension is ensured by the proper microphone
equipment and the poet’s clear and well-tuned vocal instrument, on the one hand, and the
listener’s properly trained ear, on the other. In another key literary manifesto, “A
Broadening of the Verbal Basis” (“Rasshirenie slovesnoi bazy,” 1927), Mayakovsky
summons an entire network of newly-trained specialists capable of literally measuring and
cultivating poets’ voices:

The critic will need to know a thing or two. He will need to know the laws of radio
audibility [radioslyshimost'], he will need to be able to critique a voice that relies
not solely on the diaphragm, and to admit that a dreadful vocal timbre is a serious
literary flaw. [...] The formalist critic should oversee the work in our universities,
where literary craft is studied. The physiologist critic should measure the pulse on
the stage and the voice on the radio, but he should likewise care for the physical
improvement of the breed of poets.”

Like the frightening radio-centered world he envisioned in “The Flying Proletarian,” this

idea of a literary system structured around radio, while ostensibly promising more

% Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 163-163: “Kpurtuky npuaercst koe-4to 3HaTh. OH J0JKEH OyIeT
3HATh 3aKOHBI PATUOCIBIIIMMOCTH, JO0JDKEH OyIeT yMeTh KPUTUKOBATh HE ONEPTHIN Ha uadparmy
roJI0C, MPU3HABATh CEPhE3HBIM JIUMEePamypHbiM MUHYCOM CKBEPHBIH TeMOp roioca. [...] Kputuk-
(hopMaNKCT TOJDKEH BECTH PabOTy B HAIIMX By3aX, M3y4alOIIUX CIIOBECHOE MacTepcTBO. KpuTHK-
(H3HOJIOT JOHKEH U3MEPSITh Ha 3CTPaJie MyJIbC U TOJI0C MO Paanuo, HO TaKKe 3a00TUTHCS 00
yIIy4iieHud GU3n4ecKou Mopoasl MO3TOB.”
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egalitarian possibilities for aspiring poets, has overtones of technocratic control and vocal
eugenics that Mayakovsky accepts as part of Futurist bravado. The passage also strikes
another blow at “slow-witted” Soviet literary critics capable of analyzing only written
texts. Mayakovsky demands that they learn to judge their sound shape and to optimize it
by physically preparing a new “breed of poets.” A writer’s literary merit will be
coextensive with his vocal organ: a good radio poet’s voice should modulate and project
with ease, Mayakovsky implies, conveying a range of subtle intonations and shifting
swiftly from addressing intimate gatherings to a mass listenership.

This theory once again reveals an individualist slant that contradicts the goal of
lending voice to proletarian poets. Given how immensely Mayakovsky valued his own
talents as a reader and performer of his poetry, these manifestos above all imply the
suitability of his own vocal skills for radio. And although his own poetry was
ostensibly intended to be recited by the masses, the pervasive mythology of
Mayakovsky’s own “correct” or “proper” intonations further underscores his
egocentricity. Mayakovsky continued to seek the ability to publish his works
throughout the 1920s, but the stress both he and his contemporaries placed on his
declamation skills implied that the silent printed text was somehow deficient. Viktor
Shklovsky, for instance, confirms this myth, reflecting on the importance of
Mayakovsky’s performances and proclaiming his written works lifeless after the poet’s
suicide: “The written poem is Mayakovsky’s tragedy. Only those who heard him read

. 97
were able to read his verse.”

7 Viktor Shklovsky, “Preodoleem pis'mennuiu rech',” in Velikaia kniga dnia, 712. “3anucanHoe
CTUXOTBOPEHHE — 3TO Tpareaus MaskoBckoro. Ero cTHX MOT YHTATh TOJIBKO TOT, KTO CIBIIIAI
ero.” Lev Shilov describes a unique attempt to preserve knowledge of Mayakovsky’s distinctive
reading style through a group of close acquaintances. Somewhat later, in the mid-1930s, Sergei
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Sergei Bernshtein was among the first to analyze Mayakovsky’s innovative
style of reading and noted his idiosyncratic use of intonational stress, which serves to
“emphasize logical relations between words and phrases and to express human

98 . .
7" The proper intonations,

emotions with intonations of live conversational speech.’
drawn from everyday speech, are the key to resurrecting Mayakovsky’s printed texts.
The futurist poet Nikolai Aseev and other contemporaries, such as Osip Brik, used the
term “intonational verse” [intonatsionnyi stikh] to describe the need for considering
conversational speech patterns in elucidating the logical connections in Mayakovsky’s
texts.

Despite the deceptive simplicity of many of Mayakovsky’s poems, they are in
fact constructed around a tension between graphic notation and vocal articulation.
Furthermore, Mayakovsky frequently modified the intonations of his poems during
performances, allowing for differing or altogether new interpretations depending on the
audience and context: “Based on the audience it is necessary to choose a persuading or

99 .
””” The Russian

a pleading intonation, a commanding or an inquiring intonation.
historian of radio and sound culture, Aleksandr Sherel', likewise asserts that the
microphone was an important tool for Mayakovsky. Not only did the poet write some
of his key lyrical works—such as “About This” (“Pro eto,” 1923)—with the

microphone in mind, but he also used public readings to alter such texts’ meaning

through intonational variations: “It is not true that [Mayakovsky] began his career at

Bernshtein would lead an effort to preserve the literal voice of the poet by copying the fragile wax
cylinders to more durable sound media. See Shilov, “la slyshal po radio golos Tolstogo...,” 8.

98 . .
Sergei Bernshtein. “noguepkuBarolas JOri4ecKue OTHOIIIEHUS MEXIY CJI0BaMU U dpa3zaMu
9
BBIPAKAIOIIas YEIOBEUSCKHE YyBCTBA HHTOHALIUSIMHM JKHBOH Pa3roBOPHON peun.”

% Maiakovskii, “Kak delat' stikhi,” PSS, vol. 12, 113. “Hafio B 3aBHCHMOCTH OT ayIUTOpHUU OpaTh
HMHTOHAIHNIO YOEXKIAIONIYI0 WU MPOCUTEIBHYIO, IPUKA3BIBAIONIYIO WM BOIPOLIAIONTYIO.”
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the microphone with his Mosselprom advertisements, or even with the poem ‘Vladimir
Il'ich Lenin’; he began with his ‘Pro eto’ and other lyrical poems [...] And his
microphone readings were a special way for him to continue working on a poem.”'®
One of the devices used to embed this ambiguity is the visually disjointed
stepladder pattern (lesenka) Mayakovsky introduced in 1923, which adds unexpected
pauses and emphases into the text.'”' Some readers have aptly noted that this way of
formatting often has little to do with metric innovation and is used even to break up
lines of iambic pentameter.'®* At times, this is taken as a sign that the stepladder is a
form of trickery obscuring a more conventional system of versification, or, as
Karabchievskii suggests, even a crutch to compensate for Mayakovsky’s poor grasp of

. 103
punctuation.

But the lesenka’s purpose is a slightly different one: it serves to
approximate the text’s vivid aurality—with the intonational and rhythmic counterpoint

customary of Mayakovsky’s verse—even on the printed page. By visually separating

out single words or short phrases, it requires the reader to imagine the intonations used

100 . N
Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka, 273. “[ MasikoBCKUii] HaUMHAaN Y MUKPO(OHA BOBCE HE C
b b
pexsaMbl Moccenbpoma U gaxe He ¢ mosMmel “Bragumup Wnbuy Jlenun”, a ¢ “Ilpo 310” u apyrux
JUPUYECKUX CTHXOB [...] [Ipuuem urenue y MukpodoHa ObLIO [Jis HETO cBoeoOpa3Hol opMoii
MPOAOIIKEHUS pabOThl HAJl CTUXOTBOPEHHUEM.”

"% Michael Wachtel concisely glosses this format as a “construction, in which a single verse is split

over a number of lines (generally two, three, or four), with each respective segment beginning
spatially where the previous one left off.” For more on the /esenka format, and on the way this
seemingly visual element impacts the aural effect of Mayakovsky’s verse, see Michael Wachtel,
“Heirs of Mayakovsky: the poet and citizen,” in The Development of Russian Verse: Meter and Its
Meanings (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998).

102 See, for instance, Margo Shohl Rosen, The Independent Turn in Soviet-Era Russian Poetry:
How Dmitry Bobyshev, Joseph Brodsky, Anatoly Naiman and Evgeny Rein Became the
‘Avvakumites’ of Leningrad (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2011), 74.

103 . N
“[E]cTb ceppe3HOe MOJ03PEHHE, YTO CTPOU ‘JIECEHKOW OBLI UM MPUIYMAaH CIICHHUAIBHO IS

3aMeHBI TPAJAULMOHHON CHCTEMBI IIYHKTYalllU, KOTOPOH OH Tak U He Belyumiica. [Ipu Hanuuumn
3HAKOB, PACCTABICHHBIX BpUKOM, 3Ta cCUCTEMa CTAaHOBUTCS HE TOJIHLKO HEHYXHOM, HO U JIUIIIHEH,
Mernaroieil urenuro.” In Karabchievskii, 139.
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in a live reading of these texts. And as we read across Mayakovsky’s rapid stepladder
indentations, our ears are forced to remember and match rhyme and rhythm with
preceding lines more diligently than in linearily formatted lines of verse.

Indeed, Mayakovsky’s rhythm was often unpredictably irregular. While
occasionally relying on traditional verse meters, he primarily relied on a free form of
accentual verse with as many as four or five unstressed between stressed syllables. At
other times, he would replace measured lines altogether with “sharp, staccato rhythms
involving spondees and strings of semantically charged, monosyllabic words.”'** And
a further element of Mayakovsky’s verse that calls for a vocal enactment are his highly
assonant thymes—sounds whose congruence emerges not immediately from their
graphic representation, but requires sonic realization.

While these formal elements suggest that the poem can be read or performed in
many different ways, Mayakovsky himself often suggested the opposite. In the
manifesto “Broadening the Verbal Basis,” he provides an example of how the
combination of natural conversational speech and his poems’ complex visual shape—
based on enjambment, hyphens, ellipses, and the lesenka pattern—can necessitate an
authorial voicing. He boldly asserts that any author’s reading is “good” not due to any
added “dramaticism” [akterstvo], but because only he can read the text correctly
despite a lack of definite textual cues. Mayakovsky compares how Vasily Ivanovich
Kachalov (1875-1948), one of Stanislavsky’s most popular method actors, applies his
own intonational patterns to the lines of Mayakovsky’s poem:

B. U. ynraer:

1% James H. McGavran, “Introduction,” in Vladimir Mayakovsky, Selected Poems, translated from

the Russian by James H. McGavran III (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2013), xvii.

143



Ho g emy —
Ha camoBap!
Jleckatb, Oepu camoBap (13 moero ComHIa).
A s gurao:

Ho g emy...

(Ha CaMOBap)105

[V.I. reads: / And I to him — / here is the samovar! / In other words, take the
samovar (from my “Sun”). / And I read: / And I to him... / (at the samovar).]

Here the omission of a verb, combined with enjambment, introduces an ambiguity into the
graphic line that must be resolved through a pause of a certain duration and a specific
intonation of the word “at” [na]. When emphasized, the clitic “na” has the colloquial
meaning of “here is,” but Mayakovsky suggests that only the unstressed reading is correct,
which implies the meaning of “to point at” (ukazyvat'): “I pointed at the samovar.”

Not just anyone, Mayakovsky’s example implies, is suited for broadcasting words
to the masses through radio. The poet’s own live voice would always remain the definitive
criterion: “each line of verse contains hundreds of the finest rhythmical, metrical, and other
decisive particularities—which no one but the master himself and nothing but the voice

. .. 5106
itself can transmit.”

In this spirit, Mayakovsky helped found the short-lived radio

program “Literary Hour” (“Literaturnyi chas”), which sought to stimulate the writing of
new agitational texts for broadcasts and which invited other established poets to perform
their own work on the air.'”’

And yet, this stress on authoritative vocal enactments once again reveals

Mayakovsky’s individualistic streak. With striking frequency, descriptions of his reading

195 Maiakovskii, “Rasshirenie slovesnoi bazy,” in PSS, vol. 12, 163.

106 7. . .

Ibid. “[B] xa»ma0M CTHXE COTHH TOHYAHIIMX PUTMHYCCKHUX, PA3MEPEHHBIX M JIP. OCLCMEEHHbIX
0COOCHHOCTEH, — HUKEM, KpOME CaMOro MacTepa, i HH4eM, KpOMe caMoro royioca, He
nepeaBacMbIX.”

197 Sherel', Audiokul'tura XX veka, 274.
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style single out his own unique approach, while disparaging other performers’ attempts to
perform his works. The memoirs of Mayakovsky’s manager, Pavel Lavut, abound with
nuanced descriptions of such “authorized” readings. Despite the caveat that he does not
wish to disparage alternate interpretations, Lavut repeatedly stresses both the unique
“grain” of Mayakovsky’s “velvety bass voice” [barkhatistyi bas] and his talent for rapidly
transitioning between intonations within a single stanza or line of text. Among the vocal
modulations in Mayakovsky’s reading of the long poem “Good” (“Khorosho,” 1927)
alone, Lavut lists “muffled-remote” [priglushenno-otdalennyi], “abrupt” [otryvisto], and
“tensed” [napriazhenno] speech. The poet is described as shifting from a “rich bass”
[gustoi bas] to a “cracked contralto” [sryvaiushiisia kontral'to]; “drawn-out wailing”
[protiazhno zavyvaia] is followed by an “exclamation with a deep sigh” [s glubokim
vzdokhom vosklitsal] and rounded out by a “restrained, slightly hoarse whisper”

[sderzhannyi shopot, chut' khriplovato].'®

And Lavut, too, stresses how the stepladder
pattern requires particularly important intonational decisions, noting, for instance, that
Mayakovsky “almost dropped” the last word [kak by ‘otbrasyvalos’], or how the
preposition “for” [za] was “broken off” and emphasized [rezko otryval ... nazhimaia).'"
Lavut’s account thus also reenforces the myth of Mayakovsky’s authoritative sonic
renderings of his own poems.

Mayakovsky’s representation of the printed text as deficient and incomplete—in
spite of all assertions to the contrary—must be seen as a deliberate textual strategy

intimately related to his radio-inspired privileging of sound over text. In a sense, he thus

inverts Bernshtein’s findings: for him, the printed poem is not intended to suggest or

108 Lavut, Maiakovskii edet po Soiuzu, 82-83.

109 . .. . . .
Maiakovskii, “Rasshirenie slovesnoi bazy,” 163.
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stimulate a multiplicity of interpretations, but to demonstrate their foreclosure to the reader
and to remind him of the absence of the author’s voice. This was not only a device aimed
at posterity, but served a protective purpose during Mayakovsky’s own lifetime, especially
in the context of the bourgeoning Soviet soundscape.

The question of the intelligibility and mass appeal [massovost'] of a literary work
tied in to Mayakovsky’s view of literature as primarily sound-based, as well as his attempt
to make public readings and radio broadcasts central to Soviet literary distribution. For
him, literary works qua written text cannot guarantee inherent intelligibility to any reader
based on certain particulars of form and content: “One should not try to make things that

. . . 1 10
will function in a vacuum.”

Rather, every text requires a certain form of public
distribution and must be carefully articulated, intoned, and modulated dependent on
context: “Mass character [massovost'] is the overall result of our struggle, not a shirt in
which the lucky books of some literary genius are born. One must be able to organize the
intelligibility of a book.”'"" This notion that the poet must “orchestrate” his own texts after
they have been written is another echo of Bernshtein’s view that meaning is not readily
contained within a text, but that the latter serves as a score.

This claim also made for convenient subterfuge: although Mayakovsky talks of
poetry as a proletarian discipline and outwardly rejects the notion of literary genius,

with its implication of uniqueness, he repeatedly defends his privileged powers of

articulation, and thus the role of the exceptionally gifted “radio poet” within the Soviet

1o Mayakovskii, “Kak delat' stikhi?,” 113. “Henb3st paboTath Belb st QYHKIIMOHUPOBAHUS B

0€3BO3/yIIIHOM MPOCTPAHCTBE [...].”

111 . . v

Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 166. “MaccoBocTh — 3TO UTOT Hallei 60pbObI, a He pyOalika, B
KOTOPOW POSITCS CYACTIMBBIC KHUTH KaKOTO-HUOY b JINTEPaTypHOro reHust. [IOoHATHOCTh KHUTH
HaJI0 yMETh OPTraHU30BbLIBATH.”
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literary system.''

But Mayakovsky also invokes this primacy of voice in the literary
process—and of his own voice in particular—to guard against the above-mentioned charge
of being incomprehensible to the Soviet masses and ill-suited for fulfilling so-called
“social commissions” [sotsial'nyi zakaz].'?

Mayakovsky’s article “A Broadening of the Verbal Basis” describes how poetry,
understood as an oral medium, was meant to interact with broadcast. Writers, he states,
should be allowed to engage with the full range of available technological media, rather
than only printing their works in books and journals: “I am not voting against the book.
But I demand fifteen minutes on the radio. I demand, louder than the violinists, my right to
the gramophone disk.”'"* This conciliatory statement hides a more radical futurist pathos,
however; Mayakovsky arguably seeks to dismantle the established literary process in order
to maximize broadcast’s potential for reinvigorating the poetic word:

The book will not destroy the stage [tribuna]. At a certain moment the book already

destroyed the manuscript. The manuscript is only the beginning of the book. The
podium and the stage will be developed and broadened by radio. Radio is the next

"2 Intriguingly, Mayakovsky also used the discourse of electronic diffusion to rebut demands for
absolute clarity in proletarian writing. For instance, he defended the work of Khlebnikov, who was
widely considered an obscure futurist within proletarian writer circles, using the image of
subordinated, sequential energy relays: “If a book is directed only toward a few individuals, the
way the energy of Volkhovstroi is directed just toward a few transmitting substations, which in turn
distribute the transformed energy among electronical lamps, then such a book is useful. This kind
of book may only be directed toward a few individuals, but to generators rather than end receivers”
(“Ecnu xHHTa aipecoBaHa K HEMHOTHM TakK, KaK aJpecyeTcs SHeprusi BoixoBCTposs HEMHOTUM
NepeAaTOYHBIM MOACTAHIHMSM, C TEM YTOOBI 3TH MOACTAHIMU PA3HOCHIIN ITepepaboTaHHYIO
SHEPTHIO 110 JIEKTPUUECKUM JIaMIIOUKaM, — TaKast KHUTa Hy)KHA. DTH KHUTH apeCyIOTCs
HEMHOI'MM, HO HE MOTpeOUTe M, a mpou3BoAuTesaM”). “Vas ne ponimaiut rabochie i krest'iane,”
in PSS, vol. 12, 165.

'3 This was a charge frequently leveled at Mayakovsky in the 1920s, when he was often forced to

clarify and defend his aesthetic and political stance during live readings. See, for instance, P. S.
Kogan, Nashi literaturnye spory: k istorii kritiki oktiabr'skoi epokhi (Moscow: GAKhN, 1927), 98.
For an important statement defending the Soviet futurists against such accusations of
incomprehensibility, see Sergei Tret'iakov, “Tribuna LEFa,” LEF 3 (1923): 154-164.

" 1bid., vol. 12, 163: “S ue roJIoCcyIo mpoTuB KHUTH. Ho s TpeOyto naTHAAIATh MUHYT Ha paauo. 51
TpeOyro, rpOMYE YeM CKpHUIIayH, MpaBa Ha rpaMMO(OHHYIO TUIACTUHKY.”
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development of the word, of the slogan, and of poetry. Poetry has stopped being
only that which can be seen by the eye. The Revolution gave us the audible word,
audible poetry. Today the entire world partakes of the joy of the few who got to
listen to Pushkin read.'"”
Radio has turned poetry into an intermedial art form that combines writing with sound, and
thus has the potential to communicate with a wide listenership. This new possibility is also
illustrated by the poem “The Joy of Art” (“Schast'e iskusstva,” 1928, see figure 2.4), which
dramatizes the contrast between the intimacy of nineteenth-century salon culture, and the
amplification and broad public exposure to the arts enabled by radio. Using two literary
examples (Pushkin reading into the ears of Russian noblewomen in a salon; and Alexander
Herzen’s “weak”—because unamplified—political pronouncements) and a musical one (a
domestic concert by Musorgsky, the sounds of which barely reach beyond the dining
room), Mayakovsky celebrates radio’s substitution of a media distribution system for
antiquated forms of engagement between artist and audience, which he characterizes as
“parlor dwelling” [salonov zhil'e]. Going further still, Mayakovsky once again links radio
and the auditory to the ability to bridge past, present, and future, and even invokes the
discourse of rebirth through sound:
YenoBeubeli / 0TCTANOCTH / )KePTBHI — / paayiiTech / Mpicnu-rpomane! / Bac / u3
3a0BITHIX U MEPTBBIX / BOCKpemiaeT / HpiHde / paauo! / [...]/ Jomnoii / canonos
xunbe! / Hamn nens / mpekpacHeid, 4eM HeObLIb... / Sl c4acTiauB, / 4TO MBI / )KUBEM
/ B nHH / pacreBaHuii mo HeGy''®
[Victims of human backwardness — rejoice at the thought-colossus! Today radio

will resurrect you from the dead and forgotten. [...] Down with parlor dwellings!
Our day is better than fairy tales... I rejoice that we live in the days of singing

"3 bid., 162: “Kuura He yHHYTOKHT TPHOYHEI. KHHra yike YHHUTOKHIA B CBOE BPEMs PYKOITHCH.
Pykomnuce — Tonbpko Hauango kHUTU. TpuOyHy, acTpany — IpoAdOKHUT, pacIIupUT paauo. Panno —
BOT JIaJIbHEHIIIee TPOABIKEHUE CIIOBA, JIO3YHTa, m033uH. [1033us nepecrana ObITh TOJIBKO TEM, YTO
BUJMMO TJia3aMu. PeBOIOIMS Jasia CIBIIIUMOE CI0BO, CIBIIIMMYIO 10331t0. CYacTbe HeOOIbIIOro
Kpy>KKa ciymiaBuux [TynikuHa ceroins npuBajuio BceMy MUPY.”

16 Ibid., vol. 8, 296.
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across the sky.]

| . PARMOCNYWATEND 3 1

CTHXOTBOPEHMHE
B. MARSKOBCKOTO

e M pospackil—8 st Beomal)

Figure 2.4

For Mayakovsky, however, radio’s primary purpose was not to amplify works of

literature that were written based on traditional, obsolete poetic standards. Just as the

revolution, with its demand for new rapid and sonorous forms of communication (such as

the slogan, or /ozung) had already changed literary writing, the laws of broadcast were now

expected to enter into the writing process. Just what such a literature inspired by, and

written for radio, would sound like became the subject of lively debates among literary

scholars and radio enthusiasts alike. What most could agree on, however, was that if radio

was to remain relevant to Soviet culture, the quality of programming—whether in news,

literary, or theatrical broadcasts—would need to evolve drastically. As Mayakovsky notes,

“We know that the future belongs to the radio feuilleton, but there will be expanded
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variants of those cultural forms, which will differ from today’s radio-Zharovs in the same
way that the fine print of the fire brigade newsletter differs from ‘What is to be Done?””'!”
The formalist critic Viktor Shklovsky echoed this notion, demanding that radio speakers
and writers approach the medium strictly on its own terms:
One of radio’s tasks is to overcome written language. Radio only restores real
speech. We must liberate the word from its graphic form! After all, the grammar
and syntax that are created in speech are arbitrary. They do not exist in live speech.
In live speech, we have a dialog and a dialog with a nonexistent phrase, which is
based on intonation. But we use those dead, graphic, literary phrases. It seems to
me that in radio broadcasts the key goal is to give up reading.'"®
To break with the habit of reading, Shklovsky asserts, radio must not only innovate
new genres of broadcast, but its speech must be cleansed of its graphocentrism,
expressed in phrases such as “To which I will return below” (“O6 3ToMm 51 ckaxy
Hmwke”). Like Mayakovsky, Shklovsky insists that radio must restore the literary
potential of conversational speech, stripping it of redundant information and
“emotional” adornment. He demands, moreover, that poetry become an essential part

of radio programming:

Poetic language should enter radio as one of its elements. This raises a big
question: people in general do not know how to read verse! The poem on paper is

""" Maiakovskii, “Tovarishchi,” in PSS, vol. 12, 204. “MbI 3Haem — Gyayee 3a [...] paguo-
(eNbeTOHOM [...| HO 3TO OyAyT yriyOJIeHHbIE BUBI U (POPMBI ATHX KYJIbTYP, OTINYAFOIIUECS OT
CETOJHSNIHUX [...] paano-)XXapoBbIX Tak, KaK METUT MOKAPHBIX U3BECTUH OTIAUYAETCSA OT «UTO
nenath?»” Mayakovsky is presumably referring to the Soviet poet Aleksandr A. Zharov (1904—
1984), who wrote numerous revolutionary poems and mass songs, and whom he frequently accused
of a banal, over-wrought, and superfluously melodious literary style. Valavin glosses this word as
“Beictyruienus no paguo A. A. Xaposa u apyrux nmoatos — wieHoB PATII” (Valavin,
Slovotvorchestvo Maiakovskogo, 433). See also Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 424.

"8 Viktor Shklovskii, “Preodoleem pis'mennuiu rech’,” 711. “...npeogoneHue MICbMEHHON Pedr —
9TO OAHA W3 3a7a4 paauo. Pagmo TOIbKO BOCCTaHABIMBAET HACTOSILYIO peub. Hy:kHO 0cBOOOANUTD
cjoBo oT rpaduku! Beap Ta rpaMMaTHKa, TOT CHHTaKCHC, KOTOPBIE CO3JIaHbI B PEYH — 3TO
YCJIOBHOCTB. B ’KMBOI1 peun ee He cyllecTByeT. B )kMBOil peun cylecTBYeT 1uajior U JUajlor C
HecyIecTByromel (hpa3oit, KoTopas Aep>KUTCS HA UHTOHAIIUU. A MBI TIOJIb3yeMCS BOT 3TUMHU
MEPTBBIMH, TPapUUICCKUMH, TUTEPATYPHBIMH (ppazamu. MHE KaKETCs, YTO Ha paguo OCHOBHOM
3aja4ent ABnseTcs — OPOCUTh YUTaTh.”
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the tragedy of Mayakovsky. Only those who heard him could declaim his verse.

But this is not only the case with Mayakovsky. In order for the poem to come to

life, a new tradition of versification must appear. I think that the printed poem is

only the libretto for the real sound of the poem, which will exist on the radio.

Radio art should be created by talented poets who create the best, so to speak,

selective poems. These poems should be included in radio art, so that radio can

transform them and they, in turn, will transform radio.'"’

Mayakovsky’s major aesthetic program “How to Make Verse” (“Kak delat' stikhi,”

1926) also describes his creative process by analogy to radio transmissions and, more
broadly, the discourse of sound reproduction. Here Mayakovsky responds to the recurring
question posed to the new Soviet poet about how his verses are made, how they differ from
the canonized and codified techne of traditional poetry. As one of the key reasons for
formulating new poetic guidelines Mayakovsky cites the soundscape, which has changed
both quantitatively and qualitatively: “the revolution has thrown out into the streets the
crooked dialect of millions, the jargon of the outskirts has flooded the central avenues.”'*°
Mayakovsky argues that this sonic consequence of historical changes must be reflected
within the poetic text. How can one write intimate lyric poetry in times of revolution, he
asks, deriding the efforts of Zinaida Gippius in his characteristically generalizing tone: “It

is hopeless to set the head-splitting rumble of the Revolution in amphibrachic tetrameter,

which was invented for whispers. [...] No! Grant the new language full citizenship right

9 Viktor Shklovskii, “Preodoleem pis'mennuiu rech',” 712-713. “CTux0TBOpHAas peub JOIKHA
BOWTH B paJino Kak OJMH U3 AJIEeMEHTOB. BcTaeT 60MbIoit BOMpoC: JIoId BOOOIIE HE YMEIOT YUTATh
CTUXOTBOpEHMI! 3amucaHHOe CTUXOTBOPEHHE — 3TO TpareAus: MaskoBckoro. Ero cTux Mor yutaTth
TOJIBKO TOT, KTO CIbImIai ero. Ho 3To 0THOCUTCS HE TOJIBKO K o1HOMY MaskoBckomMy. UTOOBI
CTUXOTBOPEHHE 3aCYIIECTBOBANIO, JOJDKHA MOSBUTHCS CTUXOTBOPHAS Tpaauuus. S qymaro, 4To
HaleyaTaHHOE CTUXOTBOPEHHE — 3TO TOJIBKO JHOPETTO K peaTbHOMY 3BYYaHUIO CTUXOTBOPEHHUSI,
KOTOpoe OyIeT cylecTBOBaTh B paauo. B paguonckyccTBe TOMKHBI IPUHATH y4acTHe
TaJaHTJIMBBIC MTOATHI, KOTOPBIE CO3JAIOT JIyUIllhe, TaK CKa3aTh, CENIEKIIMOHHBIE CTUXOTBOPEHHUSL.
OTU CTUXOTBOPEHHUS TOJDKHEI OBITH BKIIOUEHBI B PATHOUCKYCCTBO, YTOOBI Pauo UX U3MEHHUIIO, U
OHH, B CBOIO Oouepe/lb, U3MEHSIN paguo.”

120 g . .
Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, p. 84. “[P]eBosro1inst BHIOpOCHIIA Ha YIIUILY KOPSBBIH TOBOP
MUJITHOHOB, KapTOH OKPAWH MOJUIICS Yepe3 ICHTPaTbHbIC IPOCTEKTH.”
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away: to the outcry instead of melody, to the racket of the drum instead of the lullaby.”'*!

Mayakovsky did not believe, however, that literary texts should embody these new
and historically significant sounds mimetically, by sonorously depicting or reproducing the
outside world. His poems do not seek to describe the revolution, with its belligerent or
jubilant noises, as an object for detached contemplation or as documentation of an epoch.
Nor was Mayakovsky’s interest in the audible versus the readable word merely based on a
desire to reach a wider listenership. Instead, he believed that poetry itself could be a form
of political action that works through a physically affective voice in addition to its meaning
content. He characterizes proper poetic texts as a combination of “tendentiousness” and
certain agitational properties. “Poetry begins where there is a tendency,”'** he argues, and
insists that it must carry an “ideological charge” [ideinyi zariad].'> The poem’s agitational
message consists in equal parts of an intelligible demand or thesis, and a physically
compelling, agitating sonic stimulus. In Mayakovsky’s political marches, for instance, a
genre found throughout his repertoire, the text both describes the cause—such as the need
for violent revolution in “Left March” (“Levyi marsh,” 1918), or for an increase of
productivity in “March of the Shock Brigades (“Marsh udarnykh brigad,” 1930)—and sets
the process itself in motion through a kind of sonic propulsion (true to the origins of march
music itself as an aid for the movements of a military regiment). If properly written and

performed, a poem should simultaneously describe a cause and trigger proper action. As a

121 1. . . .

Ibid. “be3nanexHO cCKIaabIBaTh B 4-CTOMHBIN aM(pUOpaxuii, IPUAYMAHHBIN JJIs IIOTIOTKA,
pacnuparomiuii rpoxot peBomonuu! [...] Het! Cpa3y naTe Bce mpaBa rpak1aHCTBa HOBOMY SI3BIKY:
BBIKpUKY — BMECTO HareBa, FpoxoTy OapabaHa — BMECTO KOJNBIOSIbHON IECHU.”

122 . .
Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 12, 86. “IT033ust HaUMHAETC TaM, 1€ €CTh TEHAEHIH.”

123 .. . .. . . . .. R
Vladimir Maiakovskii, “Stikhi s primechaniiami,” in PSS, vol. 12, 175. “CtuxoTBopeH#HE
JIOJDKHO UMETh B ce0e TOJIHBINA MOJUTHYECKUI uaehHbIi 3apsan. Hamo, 9To6 3TOT 3apsa Heccs 1Mo

BCeil HOBeHIIel TeXHUKE, OOTOHSS MPOIILIBIE CTPENIATEIbHbIE BO3MOKHOCTH.”
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result, sound is rarely illustrative and never ornamental in Mayakovsky’s texts; instead it

urges and compels, pushes and prods.

Contagious Orality: Sound and Agitation

As we have seen, radio’s amplified, intensified sounds shaped Mayakovsky’s
poetic practice in a way that especially applies to his agitational verse. In his
understanding, the task of agitation [agitatsiia], which emanated from the Bolshevik
Party’s cultural objectives and was also central to the poetics of LEF, was not just about
conveying Soviet propaganda in a maximally intelligible form. In contrast to propaganda,
agitation involved mobilizing Soviet workers to actively enact the Party’s precepts and to
participate in shaping the new state. Building on Plekhanov’s original use of the term,
Lenin had described agitation as the inculcation of a single idea in the masses; by using a
particularly vivid example, such as an anecdote about an exploitative landlord, he
suggested, one should strive to excite discontent and anger. Importantly, Lenin already saw
propaganda and agitation as appealing to different senses and working in different media:
“The propagandist thus acts primarily through print [deistvuet pechatnym], whereas the
agitator uses the /iving word [zhivym slovom].”'** And in 1929, in a striking passage that
salvages some sense of the exalted for proletarian art, Lunacharsky expands the goals of

L . . . 1125
agitation to a “beautiful excitement” [prekrasnoe volneniel].

1 Vladimir I. Lenin, “Chto delat'? Nabolevshie voprosy nashego dvizheniia,” in Polnoe sobranie

sochnenii, vol. 6, 66-67.

12 A. V. Lunacharskii, “Aktual'nye voprosy,” in A. V. Lunacharskii o massovykh prazdnestvakh,
estrade, tsirke (Moscow: Iskusstvo, 1981), 166. “310 ecTb Takoit criocod BeIpa)KEHUsI HCH,
KOTOPBIW HAIPABJICH Ha TO, YTOOBI BOJIHOBAaTh, BO30YXK/1aTh, 3aCTABIISTh MIEPEKUBAThH APYTUX
JIOJIei, YTOOBI IEHCTBOBATh HA X YyBCTBA M MPUBOIHUTH UX B IJIOJOTBOPHOE, AIUTEIHLHOE,
MpeKpacHoOe BOJHEHUE.”
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In Mayakovsky’s early Soviet verse, the Italian Futurists’ idea of physically
infectious noise thus encountered the Bolshevik stress on oral agitation, leading to a novel
poetic experiment with sonic activism. Mayakovsky’s understanding of agitation via sound
also recalls contemporary theories about the “embodied” nature of publicly declaimed
speech and its potential for interpersonal affect. Sergei Bernshtein and the linguist Sof'ia
Vysheslavtseva both suggested a link between the local movements of the speech
apparatus and the motoric behavior of the entire human body: the former, they believed,
could amplify the latter. Put simply, reciting poetry could physically affect not only the
mouth and the respiratory system, but the body at large. And moreover, according to Olga

(113

Peters Hasty’s apt encapsulation of Vysheslavtseva’s findings, “‘the motor-articulatory
sensations (motorno-proiznositel'nye oshchushcheniia) that spread from the articulatory
apparatus to the entire body of the declaimer communicate themselves also to the audience
[...] Those listening to the sonic realization of a poem, as Vysheslavtseva describes, thus
come to share in the motor sensations experienced by its declaimer, which brings the poem
into their mouths and bodies as well.”'*® Thus, the goal of declamation was not only to
convey thoughts and feelings on an ideal plane, but to compel through physical vibrations
that trigger a response in listeners analogous to that felt by the poet himself. Mayakovsky’s
poems rely on a similar, if more intuitive, theory of affect: the basic sonic “drive” of the
poem—that which sets Mayakovsky’s declamatory apparatus into motion—is passed on to
his listeners through the “material vibration” of his poem, to use Sergei Bernshtein’s term.

Mayakovsky was aware that collectively experienced sonic affect could rally

listeners around a common cause, inspiring them to move physically closer and to act in

126 Olga Peters Hasty, “Dancing Vowels: Mandelshtam in the Mouth,” Slavic and East European
Journal 2 (2015): 215-216.
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unison.'?’ But if sound could synchronize, unite, and positively charge his listeners,
creating a sense of community and solidarity, it could also enervate and disperse. Indeed,
Mayakovsky used the affective potential of his poetic style not so much for peaceful
marches, but in a way that suggests militarization and even hints at sonic warfare. lurii
Karabchievskii provocatively notes that, by the time of the Revolution, Mayakovsky was
the only poet for whom “blood and violence were not only a theme and motive, but the
very material of his verse, its texture.”'** And Maksim Maksanov has documented
Mayakovsky’s consistent equation of words with weapons.'* But Mayakovsky also
describes war and retribution as contiguous to the effects of amplified and intensified
sound; noise, conversely, is ascribed bellicose properties. As defined by noise historian and
theorist Steve Goodman, the concept of sonic warfare encompasses “the use of force, both
seductive and violent, abstract and physical, via a range of acoustic machines
(biotechnical, social, cultural, artistic, conceptual), to modulate the physical, affective, and
libidinal dynamics of populations, of bodies, of crowds. [...] Sound has a seductive power

to caress the skin, to immerse, to sooth, beckon, and heal, to modulate brain waves...”

"7 1t is worth recalling that Khlebnikov made similar assertions about certain sounds and their

effects not only on the mood, but also on the physical stamina of listeners: “U3BectH0, 4TO
HEKOTOPBIE 3BYKH, KaK ‘Jisi’ U ‘CH’, MOABIMAIOT MBIIICYHYIO CHOCOOHOCTD, HHOT/IA B MIECThACCATh
YEeTBIpE pasa, CryIlias ee Ha HEeKOTOPBI MPOMEKYTOK BpeMeHH. B nHH 0b6ocTpeHus Tpyaa, JeTHeH
CTpaJibl, IOCTPOHKH OONBIINX 3AaHUM 3TU 3BYKH OyAyT paccbuiatbest Panno mo Beeii ctpaHe, Ha
MHOT0 pa3 nojsiMas ee cuiny.” Velimir Khlebnikov, “Radio budushchego,” in Sobranie sochinenii,
vol. 6, 194.

' Turii Karabchievskii, Voskresenie Maiakovskogo (Moscow: Sovetskii pisatel', 1990), 16. “K

CEeMHAJIIIATOMY T'OJly MOJIOJI0M MasikOBCKUI OKa3aJics €AMHCTBEHHBIM U3 U3BECTHBIX ITO3TOB, Y
KOTOPOTO HE MPOCTO TEMOI U TIOBOJOM, HO CAMUM MaTEpPUAIIOM CTHXa, ero GpakTypoi ObuIn
KpOBb M Hacuiue.”

129 M. Tu. Maksanov, ““Militaristskaia’ metafora Maiakovskogo,” Kritika i semiotika, no. 7 (2004):
191-202.

139 Steve Goodman, Sonic Warfare: Sound, Affect, and the Ecology of Fear (Cambridge, MA: MIT
Press, 2010), 10.
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Goodman further distinguishes between a spectrum of “audiosocial radiation” that results
in a centrifugal sonic force aimed at “the dissipation of a collective energy, to repulsion
and dissolution of clusters,” and a centripetal movement that results in a “heightening of
collective sensation [...] a force that sucks bodies in towards its source.”"*!

In the verse of the 1920s, Mayakovsky experiments with poetic forms of sonic
agitation, simultaneously directed inward, at the Soviet listener, and outward, both at the
sympathetic proletariat abroad and at the hostile international bourgeoisie. In the above-
cited “Bastards!,” an implied radio announcer disperses sound in a two-fold manner,
threatening the complacent foreign capitalists who refuse to combat the Russian famine,
while simultaneously mobilizing Soviet listeners against them. The poem’s countless
threats are laced with an aural excess that signifies Mayakovsky’s anger, while also
lending him a demiurgic quality. His words are so full of sonic affect that they themselves
verge on actions: “Let it be so, / that each swallowed / gulp / shall burn your bowels! / That
the juicy beefsteak turns into scissors, / scolding the intestine’s walls!” (“Ilycts Oyner Tax,
/ 9TOOBI KaXKIBIA IPOTTIOUEHHBIH / TIIOTOK / xKemyAoK *KEr! / UToO HOKHUTIAMU
oGopaunBacs GudIITeKe couHblii, / BemapsiBas crenky kumok! ™). Such a threat carries
meaning that must be interpreted, of course—the implicit idea, for example, that
Mayakovsky is powerful enough to make inert objects revolt—but it also manifests
through physiological affect alone: the compressed sequence of fricatives aims to instill a
commensurate effect in the Soviet listener: a gritting of the teeth, a clenching of the jaw,
and an urge to act.

Mayakovsky illustrates the intended outcome of his sonic bursts with a striking

Bl Ibid., 11.
32 Ibid., 18.
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final metaphor: his speech incends the workers, who will demolish the bourgeois world
with a force akin to gunpowder [porokh mira]. This comparison also conjures the image of
a vibrational ripple effect: set loose by Mayakovsky’s poetic word, it penetrates to the
molecular level and hastens the physical dissolution of the world:
DTO CcIOBO HE K )KHUPHOMY Ty3y, / 3TO CIIOBO HE K LIApCKOMY TpoHYy, — // Bawm, /
HECMETHOW apMHH YacTHUIIaM MaJbIM, / TIOPOX MUPA, / CUIION YbeH, / CUIIOH, /
OpoILIeHHOM 10 BceM mofBaiaM, / OyAeT B3opBaH / MHUp HECMETHBIX Oorayeit! /
Bawm! Bam! Bam! / Otu cnosa Bot! / Lludpamu BepcToBbIMY, / BMEIIAIOIUMHUCS
enBa, / 3anummrTe Bonry Oypikyasun B cyer!
[This word is not for the fat belly, / this word is not for the Tsar’s throne, // It is for
you, / an infinite army of small particles, / the gunpowder of the world, / by whose
power, / power, / dropped into every basement, / will explode / the world of infinite
rich men! / At you! At you! At you! / These words here! / Write the Volga onto the
bourgeoisie’s bill / using milestone digits / that barely fit!]

In “Paris: Chats with the Eiffel Tower” (“Parizh: Razgovorchiki s eifelevoi
bashnei,” 1923) Mayakovsky gives another, if somewhat more rhetorical, example of his
ability to trigger the world’s socio-economic and physical disintegration through his
vibrating radio voice. Here, sound is treated less in terms of its somatic effect on the
listener, but in its ability to transgress literal and ideological boundaries. The poem reflects
Mayakovsky’s impressions from his 1922 visit to Paris and recalls a lonely night-time
stroll through a capital which he perceived as inhospitable and repellently bourgeois. At
the same time, the text anticipates the motif of Mayakovsky’s radio voice penetrating into
the European airwaves and manipulating the enemy both ideologically and physically,
through affective electronic sounds. While Mayakovsky depicts himself as being

physically present in Paris—"I furrow Paris — / Horrifyingly alone” (“I 6opo3zxy [Tapmx —

/ mo xyTu onuHOK’)—he also forges a remote sonic connection with the Eiffel Tower

133 Maiakovskii, “Svolochi!,” 19.
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during their sudden encounter, speaking as a Soviet radio tower to the most infamous
international symbol of radio communications:

KO MHE, / K OOJIbILIEBUKY, / Ha SIBKY / BBIXOAUT Di¢eneBa u3 Tymana. / — T-mi-mi-m,

/ 6amins, / Tuime umenaiite! — / yBuast! —/ S BOT 4To ckaxy / (MIPUIIANUATICS B

1IenoTe, / el / B paauoyxo / memnyy, / KyxoKy): / — 5 pazarutupoBai Beu 1

31aHus. / MBI — / TOJNBKO COTJIacysl Ballero skaeM. / bamHs — / XoTuTe BO3riaBUTh

Boccranue? / bairnst — / MbI / Bac BEIOMpaeM BOXKIeM! 134

[Out of the fog the Eiffel comes / to me, / to the Bolshevik, / for a secret meeting. /

Ps-s-s-t, / tower, / shuffle more quietly! —/ you will be seen! — / Here’s what I’11l

say / (hushing below my breath, / I whisper / murmur / into her / radio ear): / I have

agitated things and buildings. / We / are only waiting for your consent. / Tower —/

would you like to lead an uprising? / Tower — / we / elect you as our leader!]
Mayakovsky’s agitating voice, with its self-proclaimed ability to shake loose entire cities,
here modulates to an almost mollifying tone to entice the greatest of radio towers to join
the Soviet project. By addressing himself to the radio tower, Mayakovsky seeks to
indirectly tempt all French citizens to turn their back on capitalist society and embrace the
Bolsheviks’ aims. The text’s tone runs the remarkable gamut from confidential tenderness
towards the tower: “We will meet you more tenderly, / than first lovers meet their beloved”
(“MBbI BCcTpeTuM Bac HEKHEH, / ueM mepBble Mo0uMbIe T00NMBIX ), to latent aggression
toward the unrepentant bourgeois: “the Metro is with me — / they // will use blood to wash /
off the walls / posters of perfumes and powders” (“mMeTpo co MHOIO — / OHH // KPOBBIO
CMOIOT / CO CTeH / TIakaThl 1yXoB u myap”), as well as toward those who refuse to heed his
call—possibly even the Eiffel Tower itself, should it resist: “Decide, tower, / now rise up
all, / having smashed Paris from top to bottom” (“Pemaiitecs, 6aiins, — / HpIHYE K€
135

BCTaBaiite Bce, / pa3BopoTHB [laprik ¢ BEpXyIIKU U 10 HU3Y ).

Mayakovsky once again metaphorically transcends the border between Europe and

13 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 4, 75-76.
% Ibid., 78.
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the Soviet Union through a violently agitating “radio voice” in “The Voice of Red Square”
(“Golos krasnoi ploshchadi,” 1927), a poetic outcry against the assassination of the Soviet
envoy Petr Voikov (1888-1927) in Warsaw on June 7, 1927, at the hands of a White
Russian émigré. The poem describes Voikov’s funeral in the Mausoleum on Red Square,
an event accompanied by numerous speeches and directly broadcast via radio:

B paauo / 6enoii EBporsl / ne3pTe, / TONOT U ponoT: / 370 / Tpo3uT Mocksa /

MCTHTBb / 3a ToBapuia / Bam. / Ciaymiaiite / rojgoc PeikoBa —/ HapoJ ero rosoc

BBIKOBAJI — / CTOMUJUTMOHHBIN Hapoy / Bam / «beperucs!» / opet. / B ymm

/ Haiimura u Gapuna / e3pTe crnoBa byxapuna. / D10 / MHJIbOH mapTuiines /

cnuncs, / 4To0 BaMm npoTuBUThCs. / Kpoii, / 4T06 kopoHa ryaena, / paboue-

KPECTBSIHCKAs IBOMKA. / 3aKOHYMM, / T0JeaeM JIelo, / 38 KOTopoe — / mai

Boiixos."*°

[Jump / into the radio / of white Europe, / clatter and clamor: / this / is Moscow /

threatening / to avenge / its comrade. / Hear / Rykov’s voice — / which the people

have forged in steel — / a people of one hundred million / is yelling / at you / “watch

yourself!”/ Jump into the ears / of the hireling and his master, / Bukharin’s words. /

This / is a million party members / fused / in order to oppose you. / Raise hell /

until the crown resounds, / workers and peasants. / We will finish, / we will

complete the task / for which / Voikov fell.]
Infiltrating European homes by broadcast, Mayakovsky attempts what he fears the papers
will fail to do: to stir an outcry about the diplomat’s murder among the listeners. The poem
suggests that the orators’ mouths serve to channel the fury of the Soviet citizens (and their
names themselves serve as a threatening onomatopoeic proof: from the victim, Voikov—
voi meaning moan or groan, to Bukharin—bukh connoting a boom or explosion, and
Rykov—the word ryk meaning roar. This sonic fury is further amplified by the radio
medium, whose transmissions are directed not at listeners already sympathetic to the

Soviet cause, but at the ears of the Polish nobility. Mayakovsky’s use of the word

“revenge” [mistit'], as well as the poem’s setting, allude to the gruesome Soviet response to

13 Maiakovskii, PSS, vol. 8, 139.
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the assassination: on June 10, the day before Voikov’s funeral, twenty Polish aristocrats
were executed on Red Square without trial as part of the government’s retribution.

As my reading of these poems has tried to show, their detailed descriptions of how
radio sound affects its listeners (“Jump into the ears,” “Raise hell until the crown
resounds,” and “It just wrecks / the ears. / A radio tornado”) are not only metaphors for
radio’s efficient distribution of the communist idea among friend and foe; they also gesture
toward an understanding of sound as a weapon. This element of military conflict was
arguably always present in Mayakovsky’s verse: the early poems about World War I, for
example, clearly reflect Italian Futurists’ celebration of warfare. But beginning in the early
1920s, Mayakovsky established a connection between the semantics of metal—with its
connotations of weaponized conflict—and sound; the “voice forged in steel” by the Soviet
populace is here as physically threatening as the bayonets and Mausers Mayakovsky
championed in the 1910s. And his descriptions of the poetic craft—that struggle for ever
greater concision and directness—Ilikewise echo this militaristic subtext. In “The Fifth
International,” he presents his novel, unliterary poetic idiom as a combination of terseness
and sonic aggression: “if / I say: / ‘A! —/ then this ‘a’ / is a horn for humanity at war. / If |
say:/ ‘B!’ — /it is a new bomb for the human struggle” (“ecnu / I roBopto: / «A! —/ 310
«a» / atakyrouiemMy yenoBedecTBy TpyOa. / Eciu s roBopro: / «b!» —/ 310 HOBas 6omba B

37 As a result, when Mayakovsky exclaims, “I view the

qenoBeveckoil 6oproe”).
constructed poem [sdelannoe stikhotvorenie] as a weapon,” he also alludes to this element

of sonic violence, which he phonetically embeds in his poetic texts and which their

57 Ibid., vol. 4, 108.
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- 138
performance on the radio would serve to actualize.

I have attempted to show that Mayakovsky’s abiding interest in the “live” word
(zhivoe slovo), spoken and performed, rather than written or printed, guided his approach
to literary texts as auditory transmissions. But Mayakovsky not only transferred radio
sound, and the demands it poses to speech, to written texts; he also argued that poetry
should increasingly be a part of radio art and predicted a radio-centric Soviet literary
system. As a result, his criteria for evaluating literary texts shifted dramatically: a writer’s
aesthetic merit, for instance, became tied to the suitability of his voice to convey
intonational complexities and speak to a mass listenership. In his “radio poems,”
Mayakovsky draws on the figure of a cosmic radio station that simultaneously receives and
emits sonic signals, synthesizing the voices of millions, ‘picking up’ the “social
commission” [sotsial'nyi zakaz], and re-channeling it at the Soviet masses as optimized
sound. The proper “radio poem” would both carry a political message and thematize its
own aural transmission; sonic charge was seen as equally important as the ideas it
expresses using graphic symbols.

The chapter’s secondary aim has been to show that the oft-derided “agitational”
nature of Mayakovsky’s verse after the Revolution, and especially after the early 1920s—
almost universally seen as a betrayal of his own talents—is an aesthetically nuanced
response to electronic sound transmissions. Rather than being less experimental than his
early Futurist writing, this body of work strives for an intonationally complex and

somatically affective literary idiom that must be heard, rather than silently read. It does not

138 Vladimir Maiakovskii, “Nashe otnoshenie,” in PSS, vol. 12, 196.
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restrict itself to conjuring a new literary sonority thematically, by using the theme of radio
and telephone communications, but embodies them within the texture of his works.
Moreover, despite pledging his oratory talents to the Bolshevik cause, Mayakovsky’s
understanding of broadcasting was not eclipsed by its agitational role. He also used his
“radiophonic” poetics for egocentric and grandiose forms of literary self-fashioning that

sharply contrast with the ideals of proletarian literature.
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Chapter 3

The Radio Poetics of Osip Mandelstam’s Voronezh Notebooks

The two preceding chapters have shown how two distinct poetics, those of
Khlebnikov and Mayakovsky, were affected by the novel and arresting sounds of radio in
the late 1910s and 1920s. By the early 1930s, radio sound was increasingly assimilated
into a rich sonic tapestry in both enclosed spaces—restaurants, workers’ clubs, offices and
factories, and the outdoors—busy urban intersections, public parks, and entire villages. As
it became more pervasive, the reception of radio sound also grew more ambivalent. Gone
was the avant-garde’s utopian enthusiasm for radio’s unifying and life-changing force,
which had inspired Khlebnikov’s lyrical broadcast fantasies and Mayakovsky’s grotesque
escape from literary debates by morphing into an incarnate radio tower. Furthermore, as
preliminary censorship was imposed on radio stations, and the authorities’ ideological
demands for radio programming became increasingly stringent, opportunities for listening
to experimental radio broadcasts grew fewer and fewer. The Soviet Writer’s Congress in
1934 officially put an end to the era of innovative radio formats, declaring such works
“formalist experimentation” by analogy to the stylistically innovative prose of the 1920s.
On its face, the “black dish” [chernaia tarelka], as the round wire speakers were known in
the Soviet vernacular, was increasingly a one-sided outlet of political propaganda. Indeed,
its primarily purpose by the 1930s was arguably not even to convey facts and information,

but to relay emotionally charged “signs of belonging to the Soviet world.”'

" A. I. Kuliapin and O. A. Skubach, Mifologiia sovetskoi povsednevnosti v literature i kul'ture
stalinskoi epokhi (Moscow: lazyki slavianskoi kul'tury, 2013), 52-53. “[B] a¢up nonanator He
CTOJIBKO BepOabHbIe COOOIICHHUS, CKOJILKO IIPU3HAKH TPUYACTHOCTH K COBeTCKOMY Mupy.” Unless
otherwise noted, all translations in this chapter are my own.
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But not only the triumphs of Soviet society—its sporting victories, military parades,
and successful scientific expeditions—were relayed as sound. Toward the mid-1930s,
news of the Trotskyist “conspiracy” and of the first show trials, which vividly
demonstrated supposed threats to the regime, also claimed airtime. In Moscow, 1937, Karl
Schlogel thus aptly suggests that “the violence of the 1930s is inconceivable without the
thirties” sound. The Great Terror was accompanied by a peculiar ‘Noise of Time,’ to quote
the title of a volume of poetic essays by Osip Mandelstam. The Soviet Union of the 1930s
would be a particularly revealing subject for a study of the transformation of the acoustic
cosmos.” In fact, Schlégel’s passing comment broaches an important phenomenon that
my readings below will also reflect: the increasing propensity of Soviet citizens to “think
history” in terms the Soviet “soundscape™—the environment constituted by the sounds
around us and the technological media that create or amplify them.*

This chapter re-examines Osip Mandelstam’s oft-noted sensitivity to sound, and his

particularly sonorous later verse, against these transformations of the Soviet acoustic

environment. His case offers a rare opportunity for approaching poetic texts through a

* Schlbgel, Moscow, 1937, 433.

* The term “soundscape” was coined by R. Murray Schafer in his seminal work The Tuning of the
World (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1977). The sound historian Emily Thompson updates the
concept for cultural history as “simultaneously a physical environment and a way of perceiving that
environment; it is both a world and a culture constructed to make sense of that world [...]. A
soundscape’s cultural aspects incorporate scientific and aesthetic ways of listening, a listener’s
relationship to their environment, and the social circumstances that dictate who gets to hear what.”
Thompson, “Sound, Modernity and History,” in The Sound Studies Reader, edited by Jonathan
Sterne (New York: Routledge, 2012), 117.

* Such a study of the early Soviet soundscape, which considers sound media, urban and industrial
noises, and other related stimuli, has yet to be written. For more on how city life, work
environments, and important historical events of the 1920-30s were increasingly experienced in
terms of sound elsewhere, see Hearing History: A Reader, edited by Mark M. Smith (Athens, GA:
The University of Georgia Press, 2004) and Sounds of Modern History: Auditory Cultures in 19"-
and 20"-Century Europe, edited by Daniel Morat (New York: Berghahn, 2014).
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history of sound media: not only does the sonority of his verse continue to fascinate and
confound scholars; Mandelstam also overtly acknowledges the evocative world of
electrified music, noises, and voices and reflects on the relationship between sound, time,
and memory. A prominent interest in technologically reproduced sounds unites his
meditations on the disembodied voice from the first published volume of poems, Stone
(Kamen', 1913), to his sole surviving radio play, “Goethe’s Youth” (“Molodost' Gete,”
1935), and the fragmentary, haunting “Voronezh Notebooks” (1935-1937). The latter
works, in particular, show a reliance on the modern soundscape and a “radio aesthetics”
that have not been previously documented: Mandelstam’s celebration of the intangible
telephone voice of the 1920s returns with particular poignancy in these poems of the mid-
1930s, which are akin to broadcasts channeled through the distorting mechanism of an
early radio receiver.

As in the chapter on Khlebnikov, my approach contests the understanding of
Mandelstam’s exile as a sealed echo chamber and shows how the poet’s engagement with
Soviet sound media—above all, the radio—became a source of the rich aurality of his later
verse. On the one hand, Mandelstam’s immersion into the 1930s soundscape, resonant with
alarming signals, nostalgic transmissions, and the noisy static of Soviet propaganda,
resulted in a “schizophonia” that further strained the already fragile psyche of the hounded
poet. On the other hand, the “sonorous architectonics” of his late verse is unthinkable
without the figure of radiating sonic meaning. His meditations on the images of breathing,
sounding out, and the sky reveal radio-inspired “fantasies of transmission, of sonic

emanation, of airy imagination, and the possibilities of making concrete such projections
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through ideas of nation and community,” to borrow Brandon LaBelle’s apt formulation.’
As a result, despite his increasing isolation and inability to publish, his “radio fantasies”
imbue Mandelstam’s final works with a surprising faith in a future interlocutor based on

poetry’s survival as sound, rather than as printed text.

The Poetics of the Telephone Voice

Beginning with his first collection of verse, Mandelstam’s poems depict the
concrete properties of sounds, noises, and voices and consider the more abstract qualities
of acoustic phenomena, such as their ephemerality and emotional charge. Moreover, sound
and aurality shape even his early works: by Mandelstam’s second book of verse, Tristia
(1922), a central figure of his poetics is the “blessed, senseless word” [blazhennoe,
bessmyslennoe slovo], which privileges indeterminate sound over clear meaning.® Meaning
never dictates the poet’s choice of predictable words; their sound itself shapes the text’s
significance, as Joseph Brodsky reminds us: “a poem begins with a sound, with ‘a
sonorous molded shape of form’.”” Indeed, Mandelstam ascribes a great deal of autonomy
to the sounded word, famously relying on the metaphor of selthood or the soul (psikheia).
In his seminal essay “The Word and Culture” (Slovo i kul'tura,” 1922), the inner sense of
poetic language and its articulated sounds (zhivoe slovo) are described as mutually

constitutive: “The word is a Psyche. The living word does not designate an object, but

freely choses for its dwelling place, as it were, some objective significance, material thing,

3 LaBelle, Acoustic Territories, 207.

% Osip Mandel'shtam, “V Peterburge my soidemsia snova,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v
trekh tomakh (PSSP), vol. 1, 111.

7 Joseph Brodsky, “The Child of Civilization,” in Less Than One: Selected Essays (New York:
Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1986), 140.

166



or beloved body.”®

In his “Notes on Poetry” (“Zametki o poezii,” 1923), Mandelstam characterizes the
historical development of poetic speech dialectically, in terms of a “turbulent
morphological flowering, on the one hand, and petrifaction of the morphological lava
under the core of meaning, on the other hand.” Such bursts of creativity are driven by
consonants, whose power he describes in a way that recalls Khlebnikov’s zaum theories:
“Poetic speech is enlivened by a wandering, multi-conceptual root. The multiplier of
roots—the consonantal sound—is the indicator of its vitality [...] The word multiplies not
through vowels, but through consonants.” Strikingly, Mandelstam’s description of this
lively consonantal din prefigures his mimetic incorporation of radio sounds into the verse
of the 1930s, allegedly justified by the inherent guttural density of the Russian language:
“The Russian poem is saturated by consonants, which make it clatter and clack and whistle

1% And Mandelstam’s praise for Pasternak’s verse

[i tsokaet, i shchelkaet, i svistit imi].
associates poetic invention with sensitivity to sounds and disparages poets who have

become “deaf to the noise of language, hard of hearing and [...] miss the surf of sound

Waves”ll (G‘

CTaJIu TIOXHYTH K IIYMY fA3blKd, CTAHOBUJINCH TYT'MMH Ha YXO K HpI/I6OIO

8 Osip Mandelstam, “The Word and Culture,” in Critical Prose and Letters, edited by Jane Gary
Harris (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979), 115. Osip Mandel'shtam, “Slovo i kul'tura,” in PSSP, vol. 2, 53.
“CnoBo—IIcuxes. )KuBoe c1oBo He 0003HaYaET IMPEIMEThI, a CBOOOIHO BRIOHMpAET, KaK ObI JJIs
KUITbsI, TY WM UHYIO IPEIMETHYIO 3HAYUMOCTb, BEIIHOCTh, MUJIOE TEJO0.”

? Osip Mandel'shtam, “Vulgata (Zametki o poezii),” in PSSP, vol. 2, 141. “[...] 6yiiroe
MOP(OJOTHYECKOE [[BETCHUE M OTBEPACHIE MOP(HOIOTHUSCKOM JTaBbl IO CMBICIIOBOM KOPOH.
[ToaTHueckyIo peds >KUBUT OIy>KIAIOUIUI, MHOTOCMBICICHHBIA KOPEHb. MHOXHUTENIb KOPHS —
COTJIaCHBIN 3BYK, MIOKA3aTENb €r0 KUBYUECTH [...] CI0BO pa3MHOXKAeTCs HE TIaCHBIMU, a
COTJacHBIMHU.”

1 Mandel'shtam, “Slovo i kul'tura,” 115.

1 Osip Mandelstam, “Notes on Poetry,” in Critical Prose and Letters, 166.
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12
3BYKOBBIX BOJIH”).

Discussions of Mandelstam’s views about the nature of meaning often justifiably
stress his sources in classical mythology and contemporary intertexts.'® The goal of my
reading, by contrast, is to show that his interest in sound cannot be explained fully without
considering Mandelstam’s keen awareness of acoustic, and especially electronically
mediated noises and voices. Scholars have noted the recurring motif of the telephone in his
early verse, for instance.'* In her study on the telephone in Russian literature, Irina
Lazarova traces the medium’s symbolic association with death, fate, and power in
Mandelstam’s poems. She demonstrates that his early poems employ telephone
conversations as an element of plot and to thematize dialogicity, while it merely serves as a
metaphor in the works of the 1930s."” But by focusing on texts that explicitly name the
medium, and by treating phone conversations only as symbols or elements of plot, her
insightful reading misses how the telephone, along with other sources of electronic sound,
underlies Mandelstam’s exploration of visual versus audible words and helps transform the
very phonetic texture of his poems. For instance, in “The Telephone” (“Telefon”) and
“Your wonderful pronunciation” (“Tvoe chudesnoe proiznoshen'e”), both written in 1918,
Mandelstam incorporates electronically amplified speech both on the thematic and the

mimetic level. Beyond associating the telephone with fate and death, these texts reflect

> Mandel'shtam, “Vulgata (Zametki o poezii),” 142.

13 The foundational texts about the inter- and subtexts of Mandelstam’s works, which first
demonstrated the extent to which readers needed to “assimilate his culture,” are Kiril Taranovsky,
Essays on Mandel'stam (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1976) and Omry Ronen, 4n
approach to Mandel'stam (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1983).

" See Irina Lazarova, “Hier spricht Lenin”: Das Telefon in der russischen Literatur der 1920er
und 30er Jahre (Koln: Bohlau Verlag, 2010), 131-144; and Roman Timenchuk, “K simvolike
telefona v russkoi poezii,” in Zerkalo: semiotika zerkal'nosti, ed. Z. G. Mints. Trudy po znakovym
sistemam, vol. 22 (Tartu: Tartuskii Gosudarstvennyi Universitet, 1988), 155-163.

15 Lazarova, 144.
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Mandelstam’s growing concern with the “grain” of disembodied and technologically
mediated voices—a result of the increasing ubiquity of the gramophone and telephony
during those years:

TBo€ uyzecHOE MPOU3HOIIEHBE —
['opsiunii MOCBUCT XUILHBIX NTULL,
Ckaxy 1b: ’KUBOE BIICUATICHBHE
Kakux-To menkoBbIX 3apHHII.

«YTto» — rosioBa oTsLKENENA.
«o» — 310 51 TeOs1 30BY!

W nanexo npouienecTeno:
51 Toke Ha 3eMIIe KUBY.

[TycTh TOBOPAT: JTHOO0BB KpbLIATa,
CMepTh OKpBLIEHHEE CTOKPAT.
Eme nyma 6opb0oii 00baTa,

A Hamu ryObI K HEH JIETSIT.

U cronbko Bo3yxa M IIEIKa

U Betpa B 1IenoTe TBOEM,

U, xak cienble, HOUYLIO JOITOM
MbI cMeCh GECCONHEUHYIO [TbeM.

[Your wonderful pronunciation: / The dry call of a predatory bird / Or, rather, the
living image of / Silken sheets of lightning. // “What?” Your head grew heavy. /
“Vot?” I am calling to you. / From a distant voice: / I, too, live on this earth. // Let
them whisper: If love has wings, / Death has a hundred more. / The soul fights its
embrace / Even as our lips race to it. / So much air and silk / And whispering
winds. / As if blind, we drink / The sunless potion of long night.'’]

The poem describes the experience of a telephone conversation; the interlocutor’s
voice is miraculous and highly evocative: the speaker’s inability to see the other is treated
as a blindness that stimulates the auditory and tactile senses. Lines such as “Goriachii
posvist khishchnykh ptits” (“The dry call of a predatory bird*) convey both pitch—through

the preponderance of the high-pitched vowel i—and the “grain” of the telephone voice—

' Mandel'shtam, “Tvoe chudesnoe proiznoshen'e,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 99.

17 Osip Mandelstam, “Your wonderful pronunciation,” in Tristia, translated by Kevin J. Kinsella
(Los Angeles: Green Integer, 2007).
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through the accumulation of fricatives and plosives—marked by the early receiver’s
crackling noise and other mechanical distortions. In addition to how the telephone voice
impacts the imagination, triggering a sequence of vivid images, the poem conveys physical
affect through images of lightness and heaviness (“Chto — golova otiazhelela”), and
through metaphors of lightning, silk, and wind. At the same time, the hot hissing sound
described by the speaker suggests ephemerality and connotes something menacing, capable
of bereaving him by taking away both voice and the life it signals. This tenuous nature of
communication is further emphasized by playful phonetic banter, such as “What” — “Vot”
(“Chto” — “Ts0”), another allusion to the limits of early telecommunications, which blurred
and swallowed sounds, requiring constant clarification: “It’s me calling to you” (“Oto s
Te0s 30By!”). And this telephonic dialog is immediately recast as an experience that
affirms the individual self: the indeterminate rustling [shelest] of the voice stands as a
marker of subjectivity. The exchange can also be read as a monolog: the speaker’s
awareness of his voice leaving the body and venturing forth establishes a sudden sense of
existential self-awareness: “And it rustled far away: / I, too, live on this earth” (“W1 nanexo
nporuienecteno / S Toxe Ha 3emiie )KUBy ).

Mandelstam is keenly aware of the relationship between the telephone voice’s
transcendent immateriality and its physical existence—as it disappears, the voice travels
through the air and physically affects others. Sound and space are conjoined: the adverb
daleko (“into the distance”) suggests directionality and speaks to Mandelstam’s interest in
how sound enables communication across space, which he further explores in the
Voronezh poems.

As in much of his oeuvre, presentiments of death dominate Mandelstam’s

170



experience of the telephone voice. Hearing the voice—both the echo of his own speech and
the sounds of another—is invigorating, but the speaker also senses that the intervening
technology filters the body out and momentarily places his physical being into question. In
the third stanza, the voice that was initially likened to birds is related to death through a
contiguous image (birds — wings): “Death has a hundred times more wings” (“CmepTtb
okpbuieHHee cTokpat’). The entire stanza serves as a phenomenological record of the
telephone voice, conceived as a meeting of two lovers’ voices in the ether. The soul
[dushal—etymologically related to “breathing” [dyshat'] and “breath” [dykhanie]—is the
voice in its lingering auditory manifestation, to which the lover responds (“A nHamu ry6os! k
Heit etsaT”’). But these lines also comment on sound as an eerie harbinger of death: a
phenomenon that fades and dies away despite the fact that we are still alive. Indeed, the
words “to her” [k nei] in the stanza’s final line refer both to love [liubov'] and death
[smert"], both of which are feminine. Thus, the speaker’s desire to share his love by
speaking words into the ether also implies being drawn toward death: “The soul is still held
in struggle / Even as our lips race to it” (“Eme qyma 6opb0oii 00bsTa, / A Haim ryosl K
HeH JeTaT”).

The fourth stanza shows that Mandelstam treats electronic speech not only as a
form of disembodiment, but as something characterized by physical affect: the speaker’s
perception of the ethereal voice is here infused with material substance. The forms of
matter he enumerates are light and airy (air, wind, silk); not purely transcendent, but still
composed of discrete particles and retain some physicality. Returning to the lover
meditating on the voice of the beloved, the speaker continues to read material elements

into the transcendent sound of the voice (air, wind, silk—all light, but physical in some
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way, containing particles, not purely spiritual), which once again evokes also the gritty,
distorted mechanism of the telephone receiver. The telephone voice—or what is left of it—
does not operate on the level of information, but affects through attendant noises and
vibrations passed through the membrane: “the individuating tones and accidents of speech
and even the non-verbal sounds of the body,” to borrow an expression by Steven Connor.'®
Finally, the last lines acknowledge the medium’s effect of acousmating listening—the
notion of receiving sound without being able to see its source—which Mandelstam
compares to the double restriction of being blind at night.

Although Mandelstam’s verse of his Acmeistic period often invoke “non-poetic”
objects, such as the telephone and the “cinematograph” [kinematograf], little he wrote
establishes a direct relationship between sound media and his aesthetic views. Many of his
contemporaries, however, were keenly aware of Mandelstam’s special interest in sound
and its various sources. In the early 1960s, when Anna Akhmatova suggested that Emma
Grigor'evich Gershtein (1902-2002), a close acquaintance of the Mandelstams throughout
the 1920s and 1930s, document her relationship with the poet, Gershtein recalled
intriguing details about his sensitivity to radio and the telephone; some of the most stirring
episodes of her narrative concern Mandelstam’s reaction to sonic stimuli."

Describing the sanatorium in Uzkoe, on the outskirts of Moscow, where Gershtein

first encountered the couple, she notes the radio fixtures adorning the walls: “We first met

'® Steven Connor, “The Modern Auditory 1,” in Rewriting the Self: Histories from the Renaissance
to the Present, edited by Roy Porter (London: Routledge, 1997), 205.

' Gershtein’s memoirs, which abound with information about Osip and Nadezhda Mandelstam’s
sexual preferences, and reveal numerous other previously private details, caused a stir when first
published (in tamizdat-form in 1986 and again, in Russia, in 1998). For a nuanced discussion of the
text that makes a case for its usefulness in relation to Nadezhda Mandelstam’s more canonical
recollections, see the review essay by Galina S. Rylkova in Kritika: Explorations in Russian and
Eurasian History 1 (Winter 2000): 224-230.
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in the library, which was also the living room. Along the walls were sockets for the radio,
but there were no loudspeakers—to listen, one had to put on headphones.”*® Whereas the
telephone’s ring, even in those relatively calm days, was a worrisome signal full of
unpredictability and urgency (“f, kak meHok, kugarocs k Tenedony / Ha xaxapiit

. 21
HCTEPUYECKUN 3BOHOK™

), Mandelstam embraced radio’s comforting effect: “This was
Osip Emil'evich’s favorite activity. If it weren’t for a tuft of hair sticking out from
underneath the headphones’ frame, he would have resembled a woman wearing a bonnet.
But that didn’t concern him in the least. He sat on the ottoman like the Turks do, with his
legs crossed, and listened to music with extraordinary seriousness.””> Gershtein reflects on
such details as the relatively poor transmission quality of early radio receivers: “I did not
hear him complain once about the dismal sound quality of the mechanical transmitter. He
was in love with radio!” As documented in the correspondence she cites, during
Mandelstam’s work for the radio committee in Voronezh he would later praise radio’s
curative powers in a letter to the convalescing Sergei Rudakov: “Tell the doctors to set up
radio headphones for you. It’s beneficial for anyone recovering from an illness. And I will

see what I can do at the Radio-Committee.”>*

** Emma Gershtein, Memuary (St. Petersburg: INAPRESS, 1998), 8. “IT03HAKOMHIIACH MBI B
OoubnHMoTeKe, OHa e rocTuHas. Ha cteHax po3eTku Ajs pajno, HO penpoaAyKTOp OTCYTCTBOBAI —
CIIylIany, HaJeBasi HAyIIKUHU.

2 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Eshche daleko mne do patriarkha,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 165.

2 Gershtein, Memuary, 8. “210 0bL10 MH0OUMeNIITNM 3aHsaTHeM Ocuna DMuiabeBrya. Eciiu 651 Ha
000JIKOM OT HAYIITHUKOB HE TOPYAJ €ro XOXOJO0K, OH ObIJI OBl MOX0K Ha KCHIIUHY B Yelile. ITo
€ro HUCKOJIBKO He 3a00THi10. OH caIuiics Ha TaxXTy C HOTaMU, MO-TYPELKH, U CIYIIal My3bIKY
HEOOBIYaHO cepbe3Ho.”

23 1. .
Ibid. “Hu pa3y s He ciplnana OT HEeTo Kajao0 Ha MEPTBSIINNA TeMOP MEXaHUIECKOTO
nepenatunka. OH Ob11 BIIOOJEH B pagno!”

2 Letter to Sergei Rudakov dated December 17, 1935, in PSSP, vol. 3, 529. “Ckaxure Bpauawm,
4YTOOBI HAYIIHUKH PAJIMO0 Y BaC YCTPOMIIHU. DTO JUJIS BHI3JOPABIMBAIOIIUX [IOJIE3HO. A 5 TIOXJIONIOYY
B Pagno-K<omure>Tte.”
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Mandelstam’s early affinity for radio was largely due to its many opportunities for
enjoying classical music—*“‘Today Chopin is on’,” he would remark, or “‘I’'m off to listen
to Mozart’,”25 but the late 1920s and 1930s also made him attentive to educational
programs, news, and live political speeches. Albeit laced with a hefty dose of sarcasm, a
1929 film review commends foreign radio broadcasts as one way to exchange dull, gray
Soviet reality for more exotic latitudes: “Now, kindly put on the radio headphones and

listen to Hawaiian guitars hum like bees.””

The telephone, too, remained an ever-present
source of information. Apart from being crucial to the Mandelstams’ increasingly onerous
routine of securing a day-to-day existence, Gershtein also describes Mandelstam’s rapport
with the telephone as a personal obsession leading to histrionic scenes: “After a little while
again—eloquent accusatory tirades, running from the room to the telephone in the corridor:
fussing, complaining, demanding an answer... He would return, seek advice, and run back

to the telephone and exhaustedly fling himself onto the sofa.”*’

The poet’s growing
creative, economic, and social frustration—and, indeed, desperation—in the late 1920s is
increasingly interwoven with an array of aural clues, both sent and received using sound
media. Simultaneously, the act of listening changes: one the one hand, deliberately
listening to a musical broadcast, often using headphones, offered a sense of privacy and

comfort. But Mandelstam was also forced to attend to disruptive and unpredictable signals,

such as urgent phone calls from Moscow and the forcible inundation with propaganda

3 Gershtein, Memuary, 8. “‘Ceronns — lllonen’, wnu: ‘Uny ciaymars Mouapra’.”

26 . . . . . o

Osip Mandel'shtam, “Doloi ‘Kuklu s millionami’!,” in PSSP, vol. 3, 234. “A ectb apyroii mup,
KyZa B Mpo(hCO03HOM TOJCTOBKE U Ha MOPOT HE MYCTAT. BOT H3BOJBTE HAZIETh HAYITHUYKH PAJINO,
MOCIIYIIAaTh, KaK MYEKON T'YIUT raBaiickas rurapa ....”

27 1o
Ibid., 16. “[B]ckope onsaTh — KpacHOpPEYHMBbIE OOJUYUTEIbHBIE TUPAAbI, OETaHbE U3 KOMHATHI B
KOPPHUAOP K TenedoHy: XJIONOoTaTh, XKallOBaThCs, TPeOOBATh OTBETA... Bo3Bpainascs, copeToBaics,

Oexan Ha3ajl K TeleoHy U KUAaics B U3HEMOKEHUHU Ha TUBaH.”
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sounds from a wire speaker, strikingly captured in the poem “The apartment is quiet as
paper” (“Kvartira tikha, kak bumaga,” 1934).

A curious discrepancy between the first version and a later edition of Gershtein’s
memoirs reveals how intently her original version stresses the auditory dimension of her
portrayal of the poet. Following a passage about the exhaustion due to Mandelstam’s daily
litany of phone calls, the text of the 1986 edition depicts him thus: “He was lying on one
side, with his arm under his head and his knees bent, and all of his joints took on a special
lightness. His hand, agile, yet that of a working man, and his suddenly refined facial
features, and even his hips, which were wide like those of a woman, all were transformed
into a single hearing organ. He did not at all resemble a person lying down, it was more as

7 In her revised 1998 version,

though he were swimming in a blissful calm and listening.
the striking auditory metaphor has been softened, making the description far less
expressive: “and even his strange bodily frame was subject to some mysterious
harmony.”*’

As embellished and provocatively impious as they occasionally are, Gershtein’s
recollections are an important source of the received notion of Mandelstam’s poetry as
primarily sound-driven, engendered by and based on sound. She notes, for instance: “I will

always remember certain lines of Mandelstam’s poems as they sounded in his voice, for

example, the deeply resonating melodious sound ‘o’ in the word soprirednye, which is

* Emma Gershtein, Novoe o Mandel'shtame. Glavy iz vospominanii. O. E. Mandel'shtam v
voronezhskoi ssylke (Po pis'mam S. B. Rudakova) (Paris: Atheneum, 1986), 31. “On jexan Ha
00Ky, IOJIJIOKUB PYKY IO TOJIOBY, COTHYB KOJIEHH, H BCE €T0 YWICHBI MPHOOpENn 0CO0YI0
nerkocTh. Kak OyiTo v HepBHasA, HO paboyasi KHCTh PYKH, U YTOHYMBIIIUECS YE€PThI JIMIA, U JaXKe
€ro pacIIUPSIONIMNCS KaK y )KEHIIHUHBI Ta3, — BCe Mpeo0pa3uiioch B eUHbIN opraH ciyxa. OH
COBceM He ObLI IIOX0XK Ha JIeXKAIero YeJI0BeKa, a OyATO IUIbLI B OJIaKEHHOM TOKOE U Ciymiai.”

29 . .
Gershtein, Memuary, 16. “[...] 1 gaxe ero cTpaHHOE TEIOCIOKECHHE TTOJYMHUIOCH KaKOK-TO
TaWHCTBEHHOM rapMOHUU.”
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supported by the initial monosyllabic fak. In Mandelstam’s reading the verse sounded as
though it were framed by two vowels: the staccato ‘a’ and the drawn-out ‘0’.”** In
Gershtein’s memoirs, as well as the letters and recollections of Nadezhda Mandelstam,
Semen Lipkin, Sergei Rudakov, and Natal'ia Shtempel', such descriptions of Mandelstam’s
sonorous recitation are framed by memories of the poet’s receptivity to sound media, both
in private and in public, suggesting their interrelatedness.*!

Not surprisingly, given his heightened awareness of sound, Mandelstam’s first
longer poem reflects the contrasting modalities of the visual and the auditory more
thoroughly than his voice-centered poems about the telephone. “The Horseshoe Finder”
(“Nashedshii podkovu,” 1924), written around the advent of public radio broadcasts in
Moscow, contains allusions to gramophone and radio and employs metaphors of the
dispersion, inscription, and retrieval of sounds. Catriona Kelly rightly notes that poems

such as these were part of a discernable shift toward the auditory in Modernist writing: the

“revolt against realism that was a primary motivating factor in the Russian modernist

30 19.:
Ibid., 31. “HexoTopble cTpoku cTUXOB MaHAeNbIITaMa S 3alIOMHIJIA HABCET/a 3BYYaliM €ro
rOJI0COM, HAIIPUMeEP, PE3OHUPYIOUIHIl MEBYUYUil 3BYK ‘0’ B CIIOBE ‘CONMPHUPOAHBIE’, MTOJACPKAHHBIN

MEPBBIM OJJHOCIOXHBIM ‘Tak’. B utennn Mannaenbintama crpoda 3Bydasna Kak oOpaMiIeHHas

[ )

IBYMS TTIACHBIMH: CTaKKaTO ‘a’ U PaCTAHYTHIM ‘0’.

*! In a letter to his wife, Rudakov captures the poet listening to music at his home: “JIuBHo ciyrman
Hesatyto cumdponuto” (Gershtein, Memuary, 178). Emma Gershtein further describes a special
gathering of acquaintances arranged to jointly hear Bach’s Passion: “‘J1o0pbie cioHbI” 0Oemmanu
yroctuth Ocuna Mannensinrama miactuakoi ‘Ctpactu’ baxa. OH HUKaK HE MOT MIPOMYCTUTh
Takoi Beuep [...]. 3a yxxuaoMm Ocurl DMHUIBEBHY KaK MOJAraeTcsi BATHICTBOBAIL [...] 3a CTOJIOM
OBLIO HECKOJIBKO MPUIIIANICHHBIX: OJIHA MOJIOJIas JIEBYIIKA, 3aTeM paOOTHUK 13 Paino—oH-To u
npuHec naredoH u MIaCTUHKA—MU XyAeHbkui bonau, uzsectHsiil mymkuauct Cepreit
Muxaunnosud. ‘Ctpactu ot Mardes’ ObUIM 3alTMCaHbl B HCIIOJIHEHUU HHOCTPAHHBIX MTEBLIOB
opkectpa. Cinymarh UX ObLJIO TAKUM TOPXKECTBOM JJisi MaHienblITamMma, 4T0 OH IOYTH He 3aMeyalt
MOSICHUTENBHBIX CJIIOB, KOTOPHIMH TOBAPHIIl U3 PAJIMO COMPOBOXK/IaT KXY CMEHY IIaCTHHOK”
(Gershtein, Memuary, 34). Mandelstam did not appreciate the medium’s advantage of replaying the
recording; when the group insisted on listening again, he protests against having to relive the
experience once more: “we are now masturbating!” (“MslI ceiiuac 3aHMMaeMcsi OHAaHU3MOM!”")
(Gershtein, Memuary, 35).
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movement was often also a revolt against the visual,” she notes. “Like Eliot’s The Waste
Land or Ezra Pound’s Cantos, Blok’s Dvenadtsat' (The Twelve), Tsvetaeva’s Poema gory
and Poema kontsa [...] or Mandelstam’s ‘Nashedshii podkovu’ (The Horse-Shoe Ode) are
poems of the ear rather than the eye. They do not seek to counterfeit an alternative tangible
world, but rather to evoke voices; they are [...] polyphonic rather than referential texts.”
But the poem’s prominent reflections on the ambiguity of sonic echoes and reverberations
are also referential in the sense that they depict the transforming soundscape.

A long reflection on poetry as a transmission through time, “The Horseshoe Finder”
alludes to the deafening roar of the age, which poses a challenge to poetry’s future
relevance: “Where to begin, with what? / Everything chirps and rocks. / The air quivers
with comparisons. / No word is better than another word, / the earth honks with

metaphor’™? (

“C vero HauaTh? / Bee TpemuT 1 kayaercs. / Bo3ayx QpoxuT OT cpaBHEHHUH.
/ Hi 01HO CITOBO He Mydriie Apyroro, / 3emis rymut metadopoii”).’* In the lines that
follow, Mandelstam develops what was first sketched out in his “telephone poems”: a
metaphysics of earth and sky as the media in which sound comes into being and travels. In
addition to the masts of future ships, the noisy forest also evokes the radio towers
[radiobashni] and masts [radiomachty] that had begun to crowd city skies, with their

implied connotations of conquered distances. This striking conflation of the natural and the

technological realms is echoed in another poem from this time, which is equally concerned

3 Catriona Kelly, Russian Literature, Modernism and the Visual Arts (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), 58.

3 Osip Mandelstam, “Whoever Finds a Horseshoe,” in Complete Poetry of Osip E. Mandelstam,
translated by Burton Raffel and Alla Burago (Albany: State University of New York Press 1973),
132.

34 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Nashedshii podkovu,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 129.
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with its own historic moment: “Gardens hum like a green telegraph”™” (“ILlymsT cazpi
3ereHbIM Tenerpadom’).*®

Not only does the hybrid, constantly evolving metaphor for the poetic word mirror
the polyphonic modern soundscape, but the poem directly alludes to modern methods of
inscribing and reproducing sound: what remains of the poet’s song is merely the cast of
voice—the image of lips that have fallen silent develops into the oval shape of the
horseshoe, which is itself a cast of a different metaphor for the poetic word: “And as he
speaks his face perfectly mirrors his voice. / The sound’s still ringing, though what made

it has gone™ (

“U nu1o ero — TOYHBIH CIIETOK C ToJI0ca, KOTOPBIH MPOU3HOCHT 3TH CIIOBA.
// 3ByK ellie 3BEHUT, XOTs MPHUMHA 3ByKa ncuesna”).”® The written, or recorded, word is
the poet’s death mask (slepok) not unlike the way gramophone records were vividly
associated with the departed; this “gramophonic” concept of sound is also suggested by the
images of scratching surfaces present throughout this poem and the earlier, yet closely
related, “Slate Ode” (“Grifel'naia oda,” 1923), with its imagery of inscription and retrieval:
“Only the voice will tell us / what was scratching, fighting over there” (“MsI TonbKO €
rojoca MoiMeM / 4T TaM Iapananock, 60ponocs”).”’

Toward the late 1920s, a time of increasing distress and personal hardship for
Mandelstam, the images characterizing sound transmission as a dispersive, freely roaming

phenomenon grow fewer. Where radio and telephone do surface in his works, sound is

associated with a frightening, invisible realm of power. In “Fourth Prose” (“‘Chetvertaia

% Osip Mandelstam, “Midnight in Moscow,” in Complete Poetry, 212.

36 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Polnoch' v Moskve. Roskoshno buddiiskoe leto,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 163.
37 Osip Mandelstam, “Whoever Finds a Horseshoe,” in Complete Poetry, 133.

¥ Mandel'shtam, PSSP, vol. 1, 130.

¥ Ibid., 135.
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proza,” 1929-30), Mandelstam’s clearest expression of discontent with the Soviet regime
and with literary life in the capital, references to sound media heighten the speaker’s sense
of helplessness and isolation before an arbitrary, irreproachable authority. The text, in part,
responds to the false accusations of plagiarism leveled at Mandelstam’s adaptation of 7ill
Eulenspiegel for the “Zemlia 1 fabrika” publishing house. The people he describes, all
harried by the possibility of repression, struggle to stay tuned to the telephone’s
unpredictable signals and are humiliated by this pressure to constant answerability: Kagan
“allowed himself to be shaken from his professor’s cell, answered the telephone at all
times, did not deny, did not refuse anything” (“OH m03B0JIsI71 BEITPAXUBATE ce0s U3
npodeccopckoit KopoOKH, MOIXOIUI K Telne(hOHY BO BCIKOE BpeMs, HE 3apeKasICs, He

40
OTHEKHUBAJICA ).

Describing his work at the newspaper Moscow Komsomolets,
Mandelstam notes the malfunctioning headphones, most likely used for listening to radio
news bulletins: “There were twelve pairs of headphones, almost all broken, and a reading
room, converted from a church, without books” (““Tam 6bU10 ABEeHaALIATH Tap HAYIITHUKOB,
TOYTH BCE HCTIOPUYCHHbIE, X YHTANBHBIN 3471, MepeeIaHHbIil u3 uepksu, 6e3 kaur”).!' The
damaged headphones in the church forcefully emphasize how this former place of worship

has been stripped of its connection with the realm of spirit. Instead, the telephone now

establishes a link to an ominous, unreachable, but ineluctable caste of decision makers.*

40 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Chetvertaia proza,” in PSSP, vol. 2, 345.
! Ibid., 349.

* The replacement of church liturgy with radio broadcasts is a frequent theme in the late 1920s and
is described, for instance, in one of Andrei Platonov’s tales for peasant radio broadcasts, “The tale
of the militant atheist” (“Rasskaz o voinstvuiushchem bezbozhnike”), in “Strana filosofov”
Andreia Platonova: problemy tvorchestva, vypusk 5, iubileinyi (Moscow: IMLI RAN, 2003), 716.
Another parallel can be seen in the symbolic replacement of the Holy Trinity by the iconic
threefold radio horns in public spaces (as seen in the film Odna, for instance). And Stephen Lovell
notes that the heavy carpets used to minimalize reverberation in early radio studios were largely
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The secretary is described as occupying the threshold of power—her office and the
telephone booth are separated by a door—and conveying visitors’ requests via a telephone
located nearby: “The secretary, frightened and compassionate [...] does not serve, but lives
in the vestibule of the office, in the telephone waiting room” (“Cekperapiua, ucnyraHsas u
’KaJOCTIMBASA [...] HE CIY)KUT, a )KUBET B NPEABEPbH K KaOMHETY, B TelIe(hOHHOM
npeL[6aHHI/IIH<e”).43

The increasing presence of technologies for transmitting and amplifying the spoken
word in Mandelstam’s writing forcefully underscores the gradual silencing of his own
poetic voice. After the scandal surrounding his alleged plagiarism and other public
accusations by Soviet critics, Mandelstam’s potential readership began to dwindle.
Although the final publication during his lifetime appeared as late as May 1933, he could
no longer hope to see controversial works such as “The Fourth Prose” in print and they
were recited only to a small group of sympathetic listeners. And although Mandelstam
would hold occasional readings until shortly before his arrest in 1934, they were barely
advertised and his poetry was, by then, a frequent target of denunciations in the press.**

The poem “The apartment is quiet as paper” frames this predicament in a way that
will resound throughout the “Voronezh Notebooks”: Mandelstam’s unbearable poetic
silencing is here inversely proportional to the sounds of radio propaganda streaming from

the wired speaker in his apartment. Mandelstam wrote this poem in December 1933, after

moving into his last Moscow residence before his forced exile, a large communal

confiscated from churches (Russia in the Microphone Age, 23).
* Mandel'shtam, PSSP, vol. 2, 353.

* See, for instance, Clarence Brown, Mandelstam (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973),
129-130.
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apartment in the Writers’ House in Nashchokinsky Pereulok, which he obtained with the
help of influential Party theoretician Nikolai Bukharin. The poem has been called a poetic
version of the “The Fourth Prose”* and was prompted when Boris Pasternak, upon visiting

Mandelstam’s new abode, made the insensitive, if well-meaning comment, “now you have
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an apartment—you’ll be able to write poems.”"” What makes the resulting poem

particularly compelling is both the sardonic rejection of such idle domestic comforts and
the ridicule Mandelstam heaps on this particular “slipshod dwelling,” and the relationship
between sound and inspiration that he charts:

KBapTupa tuxa, kak Oymara,
[Tycras, 6e3 BCAKUX 3aTeH,

U capimHo, Kak OyJbKaeT Bara
ITo TpyOGam BHYTpH OaTapeii.

NmyniecTBo B OJIHOM MOPSIZIKE,
JIarymikoii 3acTbl1 TENE(OH,
Bupasmve Buabl MaHaTKH

Ha ynuiy mpocsitcst BOH.

A CTCHBI IPOKJISATHIC TOHKH,
N Hekyna Gomblie 6exath,
A s xaKk qypak Ha TpeOCHKe
O0s13aH KOMY-TO UIPATh.

Harneit KoMCOMOJIBCKOU STYEUKH

U By30BCKO# mecHU Ooiueit
[IpuceBmux Ha MIKOJBHOW CKaMEKe
VYyure mebderars mnajadci.

ITaiikoBBIe KHUTH YUTAIO,
[TenbKOBBIE peuH JIOBIIIO

* Oleg Lekmanov, Osip Mandel'shtam: zhizn' poeta. Zhizn' zamechatel'nykh liudei (Moscow:
Molodaia gvardiia, 2009), 246.

% Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Vospominaniia, in Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (Ekaterinburg:
GONZO, 2014), vol. 1, 229. “CBorM BOZHUKHOBEHHEM OHH O0SI3aHBI TIOYTH CITyYallHOMY
3ameuanuio [lacrepuaka. OH 3a0exan k Ham Ha OypMaHOB MEPEYIOK IOCMOTPETH, KaK MBI
YCTPOMJIMCH B HOBOM KBapTupe. [Ipomascs, nonro Tonrancs u ryaen B nepeaseii. ‘Hy Bot, Tenepb
U KBapTHpa €CTh — MOKHO IUCAaTh CTUXH,” — CKa3all OH, yXOs.”
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U rpo3ubie Garomku-0ato
Konxo3Homy 6ato moro.

Kakoii-uubyap n300pa3utens,
Yecarenb KOIXO3HOTO JIbHA,
YepHuiia 1 KpOBU CMECUTEIT,
JIOCTOHMH Takoro pokHa.

Kakoii-HuOy1p uecTHBIN penaTenb,
[IpoBapeHHBI B YUCTKaX, KaK COJIb,
JXensl u gereli conepkareb,
Takyro yxsonaeTr MoJb...

N cTOnBKO MyUHUTENBHOM 3710CTH
Taut B cebe KakapIii HaMeK,
Kak Oyaro BkomauuBai reo3au
Hekpacosa 31ech MOJIOTOK.

JlaBaii sxe ¢ ToOOM, Kak Ha IIaxe,
3a ceMbIecHT JIET, HAYMHATD —
Tebe, cTapuky u Hepsixe,

[Topa canoramu cTy4ars.

N Bmecto kiroya Mnokpensl
JlaBHHUILIHETO cTpaxa cTpys
Bopsercs B XanTypHbIe CTEHbI
MOCKOBCKOTO 371070 KU,

[The apartment is quiet as paper / Empty, without any ornamentation / And one can
hear the water bubble / Through the radiator tubes. // My belongings are completely
in order, / The phone squats still like a frog, / And my scandalized rags and
possessions / Beg to get out like a dog.*® / And these cursed walls are thin / And
there is nowhere else to run, / And I am forced like an idiot / To play for someone
on the comb. // And, coarser than a Komsomol cell / And cruder than songs students
sing, / I teach hangmen how to babble / Who barely sat on the school bench. //
Ration books are what I read / And I catch demagogues’ speeches, / A lullaby of
threats is what I sing / To teach the Kolkhoz landowner to fear. / Some kind of
dauber / A heckler of kolkhoz flax, / A blender of ink and blood / Is worthy of this
kind of mess. // Some kind of honest traitor, / Steamed and cleansed like salt, / A
keeper of wife and children — / Does in this kind of moth... // And how much
agonizing spite / Every allusion contains / As though Nekrasov’s hammer / had here
driven in the nails. // So let us both, as though on the chopping block, / Begin even

" Mandel'shtam, “Kvartira tikha, kak bumaga,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 182-183.

* The translation of the second stanza is cited from Peter Zeeman, The later poetry of Osip
Mandelstam: text and context (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 1988), 102.
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at seventy years — / It is time for you, slovenly old man, / To stomp around in your
boots. // And instead of the spring of Hippocrene / A stream of domestic fear / Will
break through the slipshod walls / of this evil Moscow domicile.]

The silent, lifeless apartment, which Mandelstam blames for his lack of creativity,
sensitizes the poet to muffled sounds such as the water bubbling in the pipes, but also to
anticipated sounds, such as those of telephone and radio. This eerie calm, and the paper-
thin walls, imply the threat of being listened to and surveilled, another factor impeding the
process of writing.*” But Mandelstam’s poem also anticipates the sudden intrusion of a
sonorous stream from without: the “Demagogues’ speeches” [pen'kovye rechi]| transmitted
through the radio and compressed to the metaphor of a “stream of long-held fear.” Like
most inner-city Moscow flats by the mid-1930s, the new apartment would have featured a
wire radio speaker [radiotochka] that flooded its rooms with news and speeches,
contaminating any domesticity with the increasingly charged political climate. The use of
the word “to pick up” [lovit'|—related to the expressions lovit' zvuki and lovit' radio (to
“pick up” sounds or radio waves)—further confirms the poem’s radio subtext.

Mandelstam may well have heard the celebrations for the fifteen-year anniversary
of the Komsomol League, which were prominently covered in the press at the time, as
Oleg Lekmanov shows™’; both Emma Gershtein and Boris Miagkov note that early

announcements about the upcoming Writer’s Congress in 1934 were also being aired, a

subject even more personally relevant to Mandelstam.”' The radio’s “stream of long-held

* For an analysis of other socio-spatial factors at play in the Soviet communal apartment, see
Katerina Gerasimova, “Public Privacy in the Soviet Communal Apartment,” in Socialist Spaces:
Sites of Everyday Life in the Eastern Bloc, edited by David Crowley and Susan E. Reid (Oxford:
Berg, 2002), 207-230.

0 Lekmanov, Osip Mandel'shtam: zhizn' poeta, 247, esp. footnote 3.

>! Boris Miagkov, “Osip Mandel'shtam — radioslushatel',” Teleradio EFIR: vsesoiuznyi
ezhemesiachnyi illiustrivovannyi zhurnal 1 (1991): 26. Emma Gershtein, “O grazhdanskoi poezii
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fear” can thus be seen as referring both to the abstract threat of the Soviet rulers and to
their concrete measures to exclude the poet from literary life. The poem represents such
menacing radio rhetoric and the act of poetry (the “spring of Hypocrene”) as mutually
exclusive. Admittedly, this rhetorical claim is couched in a work of poetry, albeit one that
does not aspire to the aesthetic beauty of Mandelstam’s typical work, being “coarser than a

Komsomol cell / And cruder than songs students sing.”*

Indeed, the poet is not exactly
silent, but he describes a kind of sonic contamination by Soviet rhetoric—including the
speeches on the radio—which he is powerlessly regurgitating, as the propulsive phonetic
patterning of these lines suggests: “A lullaby of threats is what I sing / To teach the
Kolkhoz landowner to fear” (“H rpo3nsie 6aromku-6ar / Koaxo3Homy 6aro noro,”
emphasis mine). And tellingly, the poem’s final image is one of violent destruction, rather
than creation. All the more striking, then, is the fact that Soviet radio, in fact, played a role

in breaking Mandelstam’s initial silence after his arrival in Voronezh, and is an integral

part of the content and style of the poems written in 1935-37.

“Headphones, my little headphones!”: Listening to Radio in Voronezh

As I have tried to show, Mandelstam’s writing prior to his first arrest was marked
by a keen interest in audio media and electronic sound that has not been previously
acknowledged. In the increasingly hermetic works written during his three-year exile,
which were mostly spent in Voronezh, his awareness of sound reached new heights. In

1933, Mandelstam’s fraught relationship with Soviet authorities reached a scandalous

Mandel'shtama,” in Zhizn'i tvorchestvo O. E. Mandel'shtama, 352.

>2 For more on the intrusion of deliberately “ugly” poetics in the poems of 1933-34, its association
with the socially engaged nineteenth century realist poet Nikolai Nekrasov, and some
contemporary listeners’ negative reactions, see Gershtein, Memuary, 129.
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climax that would have meant a certain death sentence, had it not been for protection by
high-ranking sympathizers such as Nikolai Bukharin and Boris Pasternak. In November of
that year, Mandelstam recited to a group of friends what has become known as the “Stalin
Epigram,” a short poem that overtly denounces the leader’s iron-fisted rule. After his arrest
in May of 1934, Mandelstam was initially exiled to Cherdyn in the Ural Mountains. But
after his health continued to decline and he attempted to commit suicide, he was allowed to
move to Voronezh, where he lived from late 1934 to 1937, until shortly before his second
arrest and the fatal deportation to a forced labor camp in Eastern Siberia.

In spite of outside threats, his frail health, and financial hardship, Mandelstam’s
Voronezh exile is often characterized as a time of unprecedented creativity. Aligning his
assessment with that of Anna Akhmatova, Vadim Kreid notes that “space, breadth, deep
breath appeared precisely in the poems of the Voronezh cycle. The contrast between the
creative achievements and the mundanity during this period is striking.”>* Nadezhda
Mandelstam refers to the period as their “Voronezh breathing spell” [voronezhskaia
peredyshka] and notes Mandelstam’s positive reaction to his new surroundings.>* From
April to June 1935, Mandelstam composed what would later be published as the first
“Voronezh Notebook” with such furious energy that Sergei Rudakov characterized him as

a “working mechanism of poetry.” The second and third “notebooks” were written in

> Vadim Kreid and E. Necheporuk, editors, Osip Mandel'shtam i ego vremia (Moscow: L’ Age
d’Homme — Nash Dom, 1995), 16. “IIpocTop, mupora, riiyookoe AbIXaHUe MPOSBUINCH HMEHHO B
CTHXaX BOPOHEKCKOTO 1HKiIa. KOHTpacT Xy0KEeCTBEHHBIX JTOCTHIKEHUI U IOBCETHEBHOCTH B 3TOT
MepuoJ pa3uTeleH.”

* Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Vospominaniia, 221.

55 . . . . . .

Gershtein, Memuary, 140. “I haven’t seen anything like it in my life... [ am standing before a
working mechanism (or perhaps an organism, which is the same) of poetry” (“Sl Takoro He Buaen B
KU3HHU... S cTOt0 TIepen pabomarowjum MEXaHU3MOM (MOXKET ObITh, OPTAHU3MOM — 3TO TO JKE)
mo33uun’).
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December 1936-February 1937 and March—April 1937 respectively.™

Given the extreme degree of isolation Mandelstam experienced there, the
prominent role of sound media in his poetics during the Voronezh exile is not surprising.
Unable to publish and no longer mentioned in print, he was now also deprived of the small
supportive listenership that had still attended his occasional readings in Moscow. The
resulting vacuum was filled, in part, by radio, which became an important source of news
and pleasant distractions, such as broadcasts of classical or contemporary music. A paid
part-time position at the local radio committee also provided Mandelstam with a much-
needed opportunity for work and a modest source of income.

Apart from the memoirs of his wife and other contemporaries, many details of our
knowledge about Mandelstam’s daily life in Voronezh derive from the letters of Sergei
Rudakov (1909-1944), a young acolyte and aspiring poet who helped Mandelstam write
his biography and edit his poems. Despite its brevity, and a certain tendentious slant
regarding other topics, Rudakov’s correspondence convincingly captures the importance of
sound media to the exiled poet. As in the earlier period described by Gershtein, the
telephone is now a constant fixture in Mandelstam’s life; with each day he becomes further
aware of his isolation through the need to run back and forth to accept important phone
calls, and equally by moments of communication thwarted by a malfunctioning line. Such
mishaps are documented incessantly in the letters written during those years: “The
conversation with Lina Samoilovna yesterday did not take place because of a faulty

2957

telephone line””’ or “Do not count on the telephone. You almost can’t get through to

*% For more on the genesis of the “Voronezh Notebooks™ see the comments by A. G. Mets in
Mandel'shtam, PSSP, vol. 1, 627-633.

7 Letter to Sergei Rudakov dated December 1, 1935, in PSSP, vol. 3, 528. “PasroBop c JIunoii
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Moscow. Every call is a coincidence.”® Or, when the line is responsible for false
information: “Forgive me for the distress. The telephone girl—a worthless brat—said ‘per
instruction’ that mistakes do not happen. Fool that I am, I believed her.”*’ Gershtein even
suggests that the telephone became a medium for dramatic self-stylization and bold
proclamations. Thus, Mandelstam allegedly would answer the phone and introduce himself
as “writer” [pisatel’] or “the poet Mandelstam” to unknown officials or a nurse at the
hospital where Rudakov was staying in early 1936.%° Such telephone conversations often
leave the poet enraged, screaming, and on the brink of nervous exhaustion.

These moments suggest the prominent role sound media would play in
Mandelstam’s negotiation of his position in Soviet society, which led to interesting
modifications of his earlier thoughts on the role of the interlocutor (expressed in his essay
“On the Interlocutor”). As Clare Cavanagh writes, “Mandelstam had never entirely
reconciled himself to his loss of an audience, and the yearning to make peace with the
Russian public, even at great cost to himself, recurs throughout the ‘Voronezh Notebooks’:
the Mandelstam who vows in one lyric to ‘live on, breathing and bolshevizing’ (#312)
might well have envied Chaplin’s fame.”®' Natal'ia Shtempel', one of the Mandelstams’

closest friends in exile, even suggests that in Voronezh the poet’s compulsion to

CamoiIOBHOM BYEpa HE COCTOSIICSA U3-3a MOPYH JIMHUHU.”

3% L etter to Nadezhda Mandelstam dated April 22, 1937. Ibid., vol. 3, 560. “He paccunTbiBaii Ha
TenedoH. MOCKBHBI OUTH He AatoT. Kakplif 3BOHOK — CIy4aifHOCTB.”

% Letter to Nadezhda Mandelstam dated late May, 1935. Ibid., vol. 3, 525. “IIpocTu 3a TpeBory.
Teneponnctka — OyiiHas IpsiHB — CKa3aia ‘Io0 MHCTPYKIUU , UTO ouubox He bvieaem. 51, nypax,
nosepui.”

% Gershtein, Memuary, 162. This is also suggested by Semen Lipkin’s reminiscences of
Mandelstam, which describe a call by Mandelstam to Central Committee member Avel Enukidze,
during which he likewise referred to himself as “Poet Osip Mandelstam.” See Lipkin, 28.

6! Clare Cavanagh, Osip Mandelstam and the Modernist Creation of Tradition (Princeton, NJ:
Princeton University Press, 1994), 300.
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communicate became irresistible, which supposedly led to a bizarre and irrational violation
of decorum:
And another case. Osip Emil'evich was reading some new poems, he was in a state
of excitement. He rushed across the street from his house to the municipal phone
booth, dialed someone and began to read his poems, then he angrily exclaimed at
someone: “No, you listen, I don’t have anyone else to read to!” I stood nearby and
didn’t understand anything. It turned out he was reading to an NKVD
investigator.®®
Shtempel' mentions that this telephone booth was one of only a few in Voronezh at the
time, noting that it frequently served as a vital link to Moscow: “Soon the Mandelstams
moved to another apartment [...] Across the courtyard and the street, in the corner building
of a former women’s gymnasium, there was then a long-distance telephone station and the
local phone booth. There were very few of them in Voronezh at the time. A number of
times we waited for hours, usually in the late evening, sitting and waiting for Moscow.”®*
The telephone, already associated with existential angst and fate in his early work, now
became a vital link to the outside world and its decisions about Mandelstam’s future.

But radio also figures prominently in recollections by his contemporaries,

suggesting that Mandelstam’s interest in the medium intensified in his new surroundings.

62 Natal'ia Shtempel', “Mandel'shtam v Voronezhe: vospominaniia,” in “Iasnaia Natasha”. Osip
Mandel'shtam i Natal'ia Shtempel'. K 100-letiiu so dnia rozhdeniia N. E. Shtempel'. Zapiski
Mandel'shtamovskogo obshchestva, tom 15 (Moscow — Voronezh: Kvarta, 2008), 32. “U emie
ciydvail. Ocun DMIIBEBUY HAIKMCal HOBBIE CTUXU, COCTOSIHUE y HETO ObLIO B30y KaeHHOoe. OH
KHHYJICS Yepe3 JOPOry OT JioMa K TOPOJICKOMY aBTOMATy, Ha0pas Kakol-TO HOMEp U Hadall YUTaTh
CTHXH, 3aT€M KOMY-TO T'HEBHO 3akpuyuai: ‘Her, coymaiite, MHe Oonbllie HeKOMy unTaTh!’ S cTosmna
psnom, Hu4Yero He monumasi. OkasbpiBaeTcsi, oH uuTal cienoBarento HKB/I, k koTopoMy oH ObLI
npukperuien.” This particular episode does not seem corroborated in any other recollections about
Mandelstam in Voronezh, but his pressing need to read out loud newly composed verse is reflected
not only by Shtempel', but also by Gershtein and Rudakov. Viktor Shklovsky also remarked on
Mandelstam’s tendency to “compose” new poems “na glazakh u liudei” and Shtempel' recalls that
he frequently recited his poems in public during their walks through Voronezh (Shtempel', 44).

5 Ibid., 34. “Bekope MannenbIuTaMbl EPELITH Ha APYTYIO KBapTupy | ...] Yepes mromanky u
JOPOTY B YTJIIOBOM 3/1aHUU OBIBIIEH KEHCKOM TMMHA3UHU B TO BPEMS HAXOJUINCh MEKIyTrOpoaHas
TeneoHHas CTaHIMS U TOPOJACKOM aBTOMat. Torna ux B BopoHexke Obu10 04eHb Majo. MBI He pa3
yacaMmH, Jalle BCeTro MO3IHO BeYEPOM, IPOCHKUBAIHN HAa CTAHIIUU B OKUIaHUU MOCKBEIL.”
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Shtempel' notes that “in Voronezh, longing for Moscow, he never parted with his

headphones and constantly switched on the wire speaker.”®*

Mandelstam occasionally
records his listening activity in personal correspondence.®® Nadezhda Mandelstam does not
explicitly stress radio’s prominence in their daily life, but mentions it throughout the
memoirs in a casual tone that suggests its assimilation into their daily routine. Discussing
the poem “Not I, not you—they have” (“Ne u menia, ne u tebia — u nikh,” December
1936), she suggests radio as a source for the unusually complex phonetic patterns of the
poem: “[O. M.] was listening to Spanish broadcasts on the radio. But his Spanish phonetics
were probably quite fantastical.”*® Commenting on the poem “I'm down in a lion’s ditch”
(“Ia v I'vinyi rov,” February, 1937), she protocols: “O. M. was listening to Marian
Anderson on the radio.”’

The conditions for regular exposure to radio broadcasts were good even in
relatively remote Voronezh, located some three hundred miles from Moscow. By all

accounts, the larger Central Chernozyom Region was at the forefront of the evolving

Soviet broadcast infrastructure. In 1932, the city of Voronezh became the site of an

% Osip Mandel'shtam v Voronezhe. Vospominaniia. Fotoal'bom. Stikhi. K 70-letiiu so dnia smerti
O. E. Mandel'shtama, edited by P. Nerler (Moscow: Tvorcheskaia masterskaia, 2008), 107.
“Manaenbpiitam Tr00wI paguo. B Boponexe, Tockys 0 MOCKBe, OH HE paccTaBajicsl C HAyIITHUKaM
Y MIOCTOSIHHO BKJIIOYANT PaAHOTOUKY.”

% For instance, in a letter to E. E. Popova dated June 26, 1937, “listened to ‘The Nutcracker”
(“cimyman Hlenkynuuka”), in PSSP, vol. 3, 570. Or, about Shostakovich being broadcast: “His fifth
symphony is rumbling here” (“3nech rpemMur ero 5-s cump<onus>"), in a letter to B. S. Kuzin
dated March 10, 1938. Ibid., 576.

6 Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Tret'ia kniga (Moscow: Agraf, 2006), 373. “O.M. ciymras o paguo
ucnanckue nepegaun. Ho ucmanckas ¢poHeTHKa Oblja y HEr0, BEPOATHO, camasi paHTacTHUecKas.”

7 Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Vospominaniia, 264. “He3amonro 10 3TOro OH CIyMIai MO Pajuo
Mapuan AHIEpPCOH, a HaKaHyHe TOCETUI IPYTyI0 EBUIY—BBICTaHHYI0 U3 JleHunrpana. s Hee
O.M. BOJILHO IIepeBel HeaNoJIUTAHCKUE ITECHHU, YTOOBI OHA BBICTYIANIA C HUMU 110 PAJUO0, TJe OHU
00a Torja MpuKapMIMBATUCh.”
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advanced radio receiver factory, the “Elektrosignal.”®® And an article in the radio journal
Radiofront mentions that, in February 1934, the town entered a competition with Tula,
laroslavl', and Gorlovka to improve the quality of everyday life, with a special focus on
expanding the availability of receivers: “the Voronezh town committee VLKSM is giving
pride of place to radio work.”® Particular attention would be given to repairing, improving
the quality, and generally increasing the number of radio speakers, by widely distributing
wired radio outlets [radiotochki] in workers’ clubs and other public spaces.”’ By 1934,
officials proclaimed the Region’s “radiofication” to be complete.”'

Mandelstam was not only an avid listener of radio broadcasts, however. He also
began to work for the Voronezh Regional Radio Committee (Oblradiokomitet), probably
in late winter of 1934 or early 1935, where he was sometimes assisted by his wife,
Nadezhda Mandelstam. The bulk of their work for the Committee consisted of adaptations

of literary works for broadcast.”” Collectively, they authored numerous radio plays and

5 Govorit SSSR 16 (1934): 28.

69 . . .

N. Golovin, “Sorevnovanie chetyrekh gorodov,” Radiofront 2 (February 1934): 9. “B cBoux
MEpOMPUATHUSIX [...] B BBIIIOJHEHUH 00s3aTEIHCTBA IO COPEBHOBAHHUIO, BOPOHEKCKHI TOPKOM
BJIKCM 3HauuTeIbHOE MECTO OTBOJUT paguopabore.”

" Many of these results are corroborated by Marina Tsukanova’s dissertation. See Marina 1.
Tsukanova, “Stanovlenie i razvitie voronezhskogo radioveshchaniia 1925-1991 godov (na primere
VGTRK)” (Kandidatskaia diss., Voronezh State University, 2007).

" bid., 25.

72 Radio appears numerous times in the couple’s correspondence around this time, suggesting that
Mandelstam was working for the Committee (if only intermittently) from Spring to at least
December of 1935 or early 1936. In a letter dated May 25 or 26, 1935, he asks his wife for more
material in order to resume work on the radio play “Goethe’s Youth”: “Gee, the radio is being
neglected! Help me. Send materials...” (“A# paguo 3anymeno! [Tomoru. [ait matepuasi |...],
PSSP, vol 3, 524). In December, he notes, “I gave a consultation at the Radio Committee” (“/lan
KOoHCyJbTanuto B Pagnokom<urere>,” Ibid., 530). And just a day later, writing from a sanatorium
in Tambov, he factors radio into his plans for joint life in Voronezh and playfully suggest his
involved personal attitude toward such work: “I will return to the theater [...] and to my dearest
radio (a little bit), and you will find a bit of work” (“41 Bepuych B Teatp [...] 1 Ha Moe pogHOE
paauo (4yTh-4yTh), a Thl BO3bMEIIb paboTKy,” ibid., 533). Evidently his writing for radio was

EX]
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dialogs, though only one script has survived in full: “Goethe’s Youth” (“Molodost' Gete,”
1935), subtitled “a radio composition” [radio-kompozitsiia].” Another piece
commissioned from the Mandelstams, but not preserved among their papers, was a radio
composition based on Nikolai Ostrovsky’s How the Steel Was Tempered (Kak zakalialas'
stal’), written together with Rudakov. Other perished works for radio apparently included
an abridged version of Aleksandr Korneichuk’s 1934 play “Platon Krechet” (“Platon
Krechet”), a children’s broadcast entitled “Gulliver in the Land of Giants” (“Gulliver u
velikanov™), a piece on Alexander Blok, a program entitled “Gulliver for Children,” and an
introduction to Gluck’s opera “Orpheus and Eurydice.”’*

According to Rudakov, their joint work on Ostrovsky’s How the Steel Was

Tempered led to a heated disagreement, an event that suggests Mandelstam’s aesthetic

commitment to his work for the radio.”” Allegedly not satisfied with creating a mere

largely approved by the censors and his engagement only ended due to his deteriorating health after
Spring of 1936. Nadezhda Mandelstam also mentions that the Voronezh Radio Comittee was
dissolved in fall of 1936, when radio broadcasting became even more centralized, making it
impossible to find any work in Voronezh (cited in Shtempel', 59). Sergei Rudakov’s memoirs and
letters capture further details about the couple’s joint work for radio, whereas Nadezhda
Mandelstam limits herself to a few short references to their collaboration (see Vospominaniia, 220).
At one point, work for the Radio Committee paid nearly as much as the theatre did, between 200
and 300 rubles. See Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem v trekh tomakh. Prilozhenie. Letopis' zhizni
i tvorchestva, edited by A. G. Mets, S. V. Vasilenko, L. M. Gidgova, et al. (Moscow: Progress-
Pleiada, 2014), 452.

7 Rudakov mentions that for much of July 1935 Mandelstam was occupied with writing and
revising this piece (presumably, after his wife had sent the needed translations of Goethe), and
notes on July 7: “M. is immersed in radio (Goethe, whom they have asked to revise some more;
which means three weeks of work by Nadia and O. nervously jumping around” (“M. nmorpyseH B
pamuo (T'ete, KOTOPOTO MPOCHT €IIle MePenpPaBuTh; 3TO TpU Heaenu paborsl Hamuu u O. msica
BOKpyT),” cited in Gershtein, Memuary, 154).

™ See Gershtein, Memuary, 156-157 and Mandel'shtam, PSSP. Prilozhenie, 445-453 and 461.

™ Sergei Rudakov’s account suggests that Nadezhda Mandelstam, too, feared repercussions for
deviating from the official party line by adapting and modifying a key work of Socialist Realism:
“N. is worried about the political clearness of the broadcast and is scaring Osia into thinking there
will be an ideological failure” (“H. GouTcs 3a MOJUTUYECKYIO YETKOCTh NIEepeiaun U CTPAIAeT
Octo, uTo Oyaet uaeonoruyeckuii mposain”), in a diary entry dated October 11, 1935, in Gershtein,
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montage of citations from Ostrovsky’s novel, he insisted on paraphrasing—and
“improving”—many sections in his own style (whereas Rudakov’s section was written as
officially called for): “[It consists of] a montage of its parts. But since they do not satisfy
Osia artistically, he rephrases many of them in his own free style, enriching the untalented
author in his own manner and lending him his own beauty, so to speak.”’® When
Mandelstam presented his version at the studio, he caused a minor scandal and the
scheduled program was cancelled. Much to his chagrin, this may have been among the
reasons why he received fewer work assignments for radio broadcasts in subsequent
months. But Mandelstam, at least according to Rudakov’s version of events, was bothered
most of all by the suggestion that his creative personality was somehow ill-suited to radio:
“One of the radio workers in the assistant director’s office tried to comfort him: ‘It’s just
not your line of specialization.” He began to shout: ‘I do not and never have had a line of
specialization...”.””’

Despite this avid personal engagement, we have only scant evidence of how
Mandelstam judged his radio writing and how he reacted to hearing it broadcast. A note by

Rudakov describes listening to a text by the Mandelstams in March 1936, ostensibly their

lost work on Mozart and Salieri: “I’m at M’s now. They’re on the radio. The introduction

Memuary, 157.

76 Gershtein, Memuary, 157-158. “MoHTax U3 ero KycKoB, HO T. K. 0OHH OCIO He YIOBIETBOPSIOT
XYJI0’)KECTBEHHO, OH MHOT'O€ TIepecKasall B CBOEM BOJIBHOM CTHIIE, IPUYKpacHi OEIHOTO aBTOpa
CBOECH MaHepoH, TaKk CKa3aTh, MOAAPUI €My CBOHM KpacoThl. Il yacTh caenana MHoOI0. UecTHBIH cOop
uutaT. CerogHs OH YUTaJl CBOIO MEPBYIO YacTh Ha paauo. Tam ucnoyr. ‘Kaury, omoOpeHnyo
MPaBUTEIHCTBOM, IPU3HABATH HETOAHOU cTumucTudecku?!!...” [lepenada cHsTa. JIeHbI'M UAYT
TOJIBKO 1OJ IepBYyIo r1aBy. [loxoxe, 4To Ha paano (He HaBEpHO elle) He OyAayT OOJbIle 1aBaTh
paboty. O. ropa: ‘OnsTh st He CMOT MIPUHSATH TYKOU CTPOi, Jas cedsi, 1 MEHsI He MIOHUMAIOT (sI-11e
reauit)... TaMm oluH U3 painopabOTHUKOB B KAOMHETE 3aBa CTaJ €ro yTemarb: ‘JTo He Ballle
ammutya’. OH packpuyaics: ‘Y MeHs HeT ¥ He ObUIO MOero amiurya...” (T. €. S MOJIOJI U MHOTO
obemraro u 6e3rpanuueH). Bee 0yddoncro...”.”

7 Ibid.
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is ‘not bad’, but naive. Will be amusing to hear O’s opinion when he returns. His speaker
read him and she brutally mangled the poems about Gluck (from ‘Mozart and Salieri’).””®
Mandelstam’s wife recounts the poet’s pleasure at hearing his work publicly transmitted:
“O. M. often wrote short introductions for concerts, among others for Gluck’s Orpheus
and Eurydice. He was overjoyed when he was walking on the street and his story about the

79 Rudakov, too, intimates that

dove Eurydice resounded from all the speakers....
Mandelstam held his radio work to a high standard, and a personal care for his assignments
for the Radio Committee shows through in a letter to Nadezhda: “there is a tendency here
to make well-meaning cuts to my work. I said: I won’t change another letter. All or
nothing.”®

This impassioned attitude produced results: Mandelstam’s radio script “Goethe’s
Youth,” far from being paid hackwork, shows a sophisticated grasp of the interplay of
narrative and sound elements required by radio plays.*' And the work turns its very subject
into a meditation on the creation and distribution of poetry by analogy to aerial

transmissions, demonstrating the particular openness of Mandelstam’s ear that [ have

attempted to trace, as well as his notion of the poet as a sound self. The play’s

78 11.s o

Ibid., 176. “Ceiiuac cuxy y M. Onu Ha paguo. Beeaenue ‘Huyero’, Ho HAaUBHO. 3a0aBHO MHECHHE
O., korza oH BepHercs. Unrtana ero AMKTOPIIA, TUKO KOBEpPKasi CTUXH, HUTUpyeMbie 0 ['moke (13
‘Monapra u Cansepu’).”

79 i1 . .
Cited in Mandel'shtam, PSSP. Prilozhenie, 452. “O.M. 4acTo nucan BCTYIUTEIbHOE CIOBO K
KOHIIepTaM, B yacTHOCTH K ‘Opdero u DBpuauke’ ['moka. Ero obpamosano, 4To, KOTaa OH 1iei 1o

yIIHIIE, U3 BCEX PYIOPOB HECCS €ro pacckas Mpo rolyoKy-OBpUIUKY...”

80 Letter to Nadezhda Mandelstam dated early June 1935, in PSSP, vol. 3, 525-526. “TyT ectb
TEeHJEHIUs OJIaroKeIaTeIbHO CHIDKATh MO0 paboTy. Ckaszan: HU OYKBBI HE U3MEHI0. Beé mn
HUuero.”

81 For an overview of the text’s creation, see Nadezhda Mandelstam’s account in Vioraia kniga, in
Sobranie sochinenii v dvukh tomakh (Ekaterinburg: GONZO, 2014), vol. 2, 257-258. “B Boponexe
MBI BMECTE JIeJIalli pajrorepeady o IHOCTH ['eTe, MoJI0KUB B OCHOBY aBTOOMOTpadUUecKyrO
moBecTh I'ere. HeliTpanbHbIe KyCKH M CKPEIBI, KOTOPBIE [eiaia 5, BBIOPOIIEHbI, U B HalleYaTaHHOM
TOJILKO TeKCT Manuenpmirama.”
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heterogeneous structure alternates between narrative prose, short dialogs (sometimes for a
number of voices), musical interludes, short instructions for pre-recorded sound effects
(such as the postman’s horn or a knock on the door), excerpts from lyric poems, as well as
pauses and subdivisions into episodes. The text is stylistically volatile, especially in
response to sonic stimuli: mimetic descriptions of sound effects trigger passages of great
rhythmic density and with heightened use of assonance. This rich aurality can be gleaned
from the concentration of sound-related verbs in a three-line passage describing Goethe,
still a child, joyfully smashing clayware: “What a splendid clanging sound the crockery
made as it crashed to the ground!... The boy clapped his hands, laughed and shouted. [...]
his neighbors heard the clatter of the broken dish and shouted: ‘Come on, do it again!*”*
(“Kak oHa ciaBHO pa30uiiach, Kak 3a3BeHeNH yepenku! MaabuuK XJoman B JIaJoIy,
KpHYaJl U CMESUICA. [...] COCeIN — YCIIBIXaJK 3BOH Pa30UTOM Tapesiku U KPUKHYIIU: — A Hy-
Ka eme!”).83

Mandelstam’s grasp of writing for radio—as well as the conceptual issues at stake:
orality versus literacy, hearing versus sight—is demonstrated in subtler passages that deftly
mediate between visual and auditory images, guiding the listener to the former through the
latter: “[...] fresh pastries from our dear baker Handel—note that the sign over his shop
soothes the ear recalling the splendidly sonorous and tranquil music of his namesake™**

(“CBerkue nupoXxHbIE Hallero 10oporo 0ynouyHuKa ['eHaens—s3aMeTbTe, YTO €ro BHIBECKA

JIaCKacT CIIyX, HAITOMHUHAA O H_II/IpOKOI‘/JI, CIIOKOMHOM U HperaCHOﬁ MY3bIKC OJHOUMCHHOT'O

82 Osip Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” in Critical Prose and Letters, 453.
83 Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” in PSSP, vol. 3, 281.
8 Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 460.
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KOMH03I/ITOpa”).85

Even more striking is the way he evokes a visual image and a brief
psychological characterization of Goethe in the final passage—the auditory culmination of
the radio script’s various themes—by asking the listener to attend to the sound of Goethe’s
steps (presumably, a corresponding sound effect would have been cued to overlap with
both of these passages in the script):

Listen closely to the foreigner’s footsteps along the deserted, sun-warmed stone

embankment of the Great Venetian Canal. He does not resemble a man waiting for

a rendezvous. The area he covers in his stroll is too large and he turns too

decisively and abruptly after having measured off 200 or 300 paces.*

[MpucnyniaiiTech K maraM HHOCTPAHIIA 10 HATPETOMY KaMHIO YK€ OIyCTeBIIEeH

Ha6epe>KH0171 Bonpiioro BeHemancKoro KaHaa. OH He TTOXO0XK Ha YCJIOBCKA,

KOTOpLII\/'I BBIIICIT Ha CBUAAHUC: CIIMIIKOM BCJIUK pa3dMax €ro IIPOryJikKu, CJIMIIKOM

87
KpYyTO U PCIINUTCIBHO OH MOBOPAYNBACT, OTMEPUB ABCCTH UJIK TPUCTA IIaroB.

Most pertinent to my argument, however, is the way Mandelstam clusters Goethe’s
formative moments as a writer around auditory impressions, crucial events that impacted
his sound self. Leading up to, but especially in the ninth and final episode, an
impressionistic sketch of Goethe’s sojourn to Italy, sound is everywhere endowed with
meaning and metaphorical depth: “The raucous vagabond barrel-organ is better than
concert music. The mooing of fattened Tyrolean cows seems full of meaning and life, as if
the earth itself had found a voice”™® (“Xpummas 6pomsuas mapMaHKa Jydiie KOHIEPTHOMN
MY3bIKH. MBIlUaHHE YIUTaHHBIX THPOJIBCKUX CTaJ Ka)KETCsl MOJHBIM CMBICIIA U )KU3HU, KaK
6yaTo cama 3emist oopena ronoc”).” The amphitheatre, too, though designed with an eye

to visual impressions, is presented as the locus where the people converge to feel a sense of

% Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 297.

8 Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 466-467.
87 Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 309.

8 Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 465.

% Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 307.
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unity through shared auditory sensations: “When the people see themselves assembled,
they must be astonished—so many voices, so loud and excited”*® (“VBuzes ces
COOpaHHBIM, HAPOJI TOJDKEH U3YMHUTHCS CAMOMY ce0e—MHOTOTIIaCHBIH, MHOTOLITYMHBIH,
sonayrommiics”).”! The young poet is deeply affected by the infectious nature of the arts

and the proximity between artist and crowd, which are almost entirely represented through

5992

sound metaphors: “the liveliness of its responses [...] and receptivity””” (“XHBOCTb ee

5993

OTKJIUKOB [...] BocmipuumuuBocTH’ ). Furthermore, various forms of the word “wave”

(volna, volnuiushchiisia), which are also frequently encountered in Mandelstam’s
Voronezh verse, appear throughout this text. The dominant metaphor of sound signals is
most fully realized in the closing scene, which enacts a grand lyrical fantasy of
transmission along spatial and temporal lines, with young bargemen chanting verse by
Torquato Tasso into the evening’s atmosphere:

In the resilient night air you inevitably hear ahead of you as well as behind you, the
sound of men’s voices exchanging melodies. They sing on and on, seemingly
unable to bring their quivering story in verse to an end. Each time Goethe
encounters a new, fresh melody, he turns back to the singer who has just grown
silent and, pursued by the melody, retreats from it toward the new, anticipated
wave of its continuation. Boatmen sing of the ancient poet Torquato Tasso,
exchanging verses with one another.”

B ynpyrom Bo3ayxe HOUM MONEPEMEHHO — €331 U CIIEPEIN — 3BY4aT MYKCKHUE
rosnoca. OHM nepearoT ApyT APYTy MEJOANI0, OHU MPOJODKAIOT M HUKAK HE MOTYT
3aKOHYUTh KaKOW-TO Tpememynuii pacckas B cruxax. Kaxplii pa3, HaTaJIKuBasch
Ha CBEXYIO BOJIHY HaneBa, ['ere cBopaunBaeT 0OpaTHO K APYTrOMY, TOJIBKO YTO
YMOJIKILIEMY HEBILY ¥, IPOBOKaeMbIil MeIOANEH, yAaIsIeTcs OT Hee — HaBCTpedy
HOBOMH, 0)KHIaeMOi1 BOJIHE ee IpoaoskeHus. [lepexiukaromuecs 10JOYHUKY MOIOT

% Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 466.
! Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 308.
%2 Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 466.
% Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 309.
% Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 467.
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95
CTUXHU CTAPUHHOI'O IT03TAa TOpKBaTO Tacco.

In Mandelstam’s version of Goethe’s biography, a key moment in the young poet’s life is
this revelation about how the sound of poetry transmits and commemorates voice. He
dwells on the texture of the air, the medium of this communal song, which moves through
it in waves that resemble the waters carrying the barges. The bargemen’s voices are
described literally—they surround the poet in the darkness—but they also metaphorically
depict transmission through the ages: the poet continues a never-ending song, conscious of
who came before and who will follow. This lush passage also reflects Mandelstam’s own
affinity for sonic stimuli and their constitutive role in his work of the Voronezh period.
Moreover, the text serves as a surreptitious autobiographical sketch of Mandelstam, with
numerous allusions to his own predicament, such as the description of Tasso’s fate: “The
magnanimous poet [...] went out of his mind from fear that both the Church and State

would declare him a heretic™*® (

“BenuKOIyIIHBIN MOAT [...| mMoMemaics OT CTpaxa, 4To
LIEPKOBB U BIIACTH 00BsBAT ero eperrkom”).”’ Mandelstam’s wife, too, pointed out that he
chose episodes characteristic of the development of all poets—as well as those which only
paralleled Mandelstam’s life, and not that of Goethe.”®

Finally, the nexus between poetry and sonic transmissions suggested by the radio
play, as well as the implied overlap between Goethe’s life and Mandelstam’s own

autobiography, is even more relevant in light of Mandelstam’s attempt to send four lines of

his own poetry onto the airwaves. The script’s seventh episode concludes with part of a

% Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 309-310.
% Mandelstam, “Goethe’s Youth,” 467.
7 Mandel'shtam, “Molodost' Gete,” 310.

% Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Sobranie sochinenii, vol. 1, 257.
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poem written in 1933-34: “And Mozart on the water, and Schubert in the avian twitter” (“I

”).99

Motsart na vode, i Shubert v ptich'em game It is not known whether this radio play

was transmitted as intended.'®

Regardless, the text parallels the concerted attempt in
Mandelstam’s late work to not only privilege the spoken word and the logic of sound in
poetic creativity, but also to represent personal and poetic commemoration in terms of an
enduring sonic presence, rather than through the primacy of the printed word.
Mandelstam’s involved relationship with broadcast in Voronezh—both as an eager

listener and as someone privy to radio’s production—resulted in radio’s clearly-felt
presence in the first “Voronezh Notebook” (April-June 1935). The second poem of the
cycle, entitled “Earphones, my little earphones!” (“Naushnichki, naushniki moi!”'""),
overtly meditates on the medium:

Hayuiauuku, HayImHUKY Mou!

[ToroMHIO 51 BODOHEKCKUE HOUKH:

Henonuroro roigoca Au

U B nonnous ¢ KpacHoit miomany ry10uku...

Hy xak metpo?.. Momuu, B cebe Tau...

He cnpammBaii, kak HaOyXaroT MOYKH. ..

U BBI, yacoB kpeMieBcKue 6ou, —

102
SI3BIK MMPOCTPAHCTBA, CKATOT'O OO TOUKHM...

[Earphones, my little earphones! / I will remember these dear Voronezh nights: /

% Mandel'shtam, PSSP, vol. 3, 303. Nadezhda Mandel'shtam also realized that the radio script
included furtive autobiographical elements, especially regarding the formation of the poet’s
personality and the role of sound: “f 3ameTuia, 4To OH mOAOUpPAET SNU30 1kl U3 XKU3HU [ ETe,
KOTOPBIE CUMTACT XapaKTEPHBIMH JIJIsi CTAHOBIICHUS Ka)KIOTO 03Ta, IIOCKOJIBKY M CaM OH MEPEHKHIT
HeuTo nojobnoe” (Vioraia kniga, 257).

1% The interwar documents of the Voronezh radio appear to have suffered a similar fate to those at

the Moscow radio archive. To this date, no surviving recordings of any of Mandelstam’s radio
broadcasts have been discovered at the Voronezh archives (confirmed by Oleg Lekmanov in e-mail
message on January 30, 2016).

"' The poem was completed around April 15, 1935 and was initially entitled “Wire radio”

(“Radiotochka”).
192 Mandel'shtam, “Naushnichki, naushniki moi!,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 197.
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the unemptied voice of Ai/ and at midnight the little hoots from Red Square... /

Well, how’s the subway?.. Don’t tell, keep it to yourself.. / don’t ask how the buds

are swelling, / and you, strokes of the Kremlin clock, / are the speech of space

shrunken to a point.'®*]
The poem describes Mandelstam’s Voronezh nights in terms of the radio broadcasts from
Moscow that he listens to—by them will these lonesome nights be remembered, for better
or worse. The lines of the first stanza describe a visual cue (earflaps or headphones)'** but
already mirror radio sound on the phonetic level, too: the dominant ‘0’s evoke the low,
muffled transmission of a voice amplified by the microphone, interrupted by occasional
‘’s and fricatives denoting high-pitched interference and other distortions common at the
time. Mandelstam further anchors the text in radio sound through the allusion to the
Kremlin Chimes in the fourth line, a sonic event that had gained an almost mythological

status in early Soviet broadcasting since its first live transmission in 1926.'%

Characteristically for Mandelstam’s “radio poems,” the text depicts broadcast as a

'% Translation by Peter Zeeman, with a few corrections. Zeeman, The later poetry of Osip

Mandelstam, 113-114.

1% Omry Ronen has suggested that Mandelstam’s image of “airy-oceanic horseshoe” [vozdushno-
okeanskaia podkova] in the poem “Mne kazhetsia, my govorit' dolzhny” (1935) also goes back to
the “horseshoe-shaped radio earphones through which the poet hears the voice of Moscow” in
“Headphones, my little headphones.” See Omry Ronen, An Approach to Mandel'stam (Jerusalem:
Hebrew University, 1983), 87.

1% See Aleksandr L. Mints’s account of the origin of this important radio topos: “IToctaBuiu
MUKpO(]OH B CIIyXOBOM OKOHIIE Ha YepAaKe OAHOro 13 3aanuii HapkomaTta 000pOHBI, KOTOpOE
OJIrDKe BCEero pacrojaraioch kK Xxpamy Bacunus briaxxennoro u Crmacckoit 6amise. S BMecTe co
CBOMMHU COTPYIHUKAMH HaXOAUJICS B OHON M3 KOMHAT Ha MEPBOM dTaxke 3Toro 3aanus. Orcroga
CUTHAJIBI, TOCJIE YCUJICHHUSI, TOCTYIAIHU O MpoBogaM Ha Hukonbckyro ynuiy B oM Ne3, rae
pasmemancs LlenTpanpHbIil y3en akunoHepHoro obmiectBa ‘Paaunonepenaya’, 3aHUMABIIETOCS B TY
MOpy BOIPOCAMU OpPTaHHU3allUuU Iepenad. 3aHsAB [IOCT Ha KOHTPOJIE, 51 Hauajl CIyIIaTh IPUMEPHO C
JIECSITH YacoB Beuepa. B KOHTpoIbHOM TenedoHe MOCHbIIaTuch 3BYKH BeuepHoit KpacHoit
mronraan. Toraa no Her erne XOoAWI TpaMBail, MYaIMCh U3BO3YHUKH |...]. S ciblmian 3BoH nene,
KOTOPBIE CBSI3BIBAIM MOTOPHBIN BaroH ¢ MPHUIETIOM, IIOKOT KOTBIT JIoInaaei. CIbIIHbI ObUIH Iaru
JoJIed 1o IJIOIIAau, uX rojoca. Pa3o6pars cioBa ObLI0 HEBO3ZMOXKHO — UyBCTBOBAJIACH JIUIIb
0011as1 TOHAIBHOCTE. M BAPYT, OCTE OMUHOYHBIX YAAPOB, Pa3falics MEJIOIUIHBIA 3BOH
KOJIOKOJIOB, UCTIONHABIINX ‘MHTepHanuoHan’. Tak poawiack He TOJBKO TPAHCIIUS 005
MOCKOBCKHMX KypaHTOB, HO M HEeITOBTOpuMas nepeaada ¢ Kpacuoit miomamnu.” L. Mints, “Nachalo
puti,” Radio: ezhemesiachnyi nauchno-populiarnyi radiotekhnicheskii zhurnal 8 (1974): 30.
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filter between the capital and the periphery, between an active group of people and one
isolated listener, between home and exile, and even between the poet and the crowd. In his
study of Soviet diaries, Jochen Hellbeck notes that private written reflections about radio
in the 1930s often expressed such nostalgia, a sense of separation, and a longing for unity:
A recurrent image in several diaries is that of the radio providing a surrogate
connection to society for lonely individuals bypassed by the ‘general stream of
life.” As a transmitter of the festive sounds of Soviet holiday parades, or of the
evening news with its proclamations of the Soviet people’s most recent exploits,
the radio became an embodiment of the collective. The more its broadcasts infused
solitary listeners with enthusiasm, the more they described a sense of belonging in
the Soviet historical universe. Yet the very picture of the lonely diarist, unable to
create a feeling of connection other than through the crackling sounds of the radio
[...] evokes isolation and despair, the unstated obverse to intensely described
scenarios of belonging.'*
Mandelstam’s poem goes further, implying that radio creates the illusion of
communication, but forecloses it through its inherent unidirectionality. Broadcast thus
inherits the themes of disconnectedness and helplessness developed in Mandelstam’s
“telephone poems.” The essentially private and potentially very lonesome activity of
listening through headphones—as opposed to the loudspeakers of a standalone receiver or
those encountered in city squares—deepens this sense of isolation. And, as in
Mandelstam’s early poems about the telephone, the effect of acousmatic listening—
without a visual illustration of the sound source—is intensified by the poem’s nocturnal
setting. The curious parallel between listening and the image of drinking a voice

(nedopitogo golosa Ai, literally “the voice of Ai that has not been drunken”) suggests a

kind of sonic “starvation” and recalls the telephone poem “Y our wonderful pronunciation,”

1% Jochen Hellbeck, Revolution on my Mind: Writing a Diary Under Stalin (Cambridge, MA:

Harvard University Press, 2009), 350.
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which contains the line “we drink a sunless brew” (“bem cmech 6CCCOJ'IHCHHyIO”).107 P.
M. Nerler has suggested that “Ai” onomatopoeically alludes to a disrupted, or distorted,
broadcast of Verdi’s Aida (this sense of truncation is supported by the lack of punctuation

1% Read by itself, the phoneme 4i also

at the end of this line, in contrast to the other seven).
alludes to French champagne from Ay, invoking connotations of youthful excess that run
throughout nineteenth-century Russian literature. The ether thus evokes lost youth, adding
a temporal dimension to the speaker’s nostalgia. Finally, Aleksandr Mets astutely suggests
that the champagne motif itself has a sonic origin: the fizzing sound of its bubbles alludes
to the crackling noises heard during breaks in radio transmission, which at the time still
filled the airtime pauses between radio programs.'®’

In his long essay about Mandelstam’s relationship to another medium, the daily
newspaper, Oleg Lekmanov convincingly suggests that this poem should be considered in
the context of an article entitled “The Language of Space” (“lazyk prostranstva’) by one

V. Shostakovich, published in Izvestiia on May 29, 1934, a year before the poem was

completed.''® Lekmanov shows that Mandelstam was an avid reader of Izvestiia; it is

197 Mandel'shtam, in PSSP, vol. 1, 99.

1% Osip Mandel'shtam, Sochineniia v dvukh tomakh, edited by P. M. Nerler (Moscow:
Khudozhestvennaia literatura, 1990), vol. 1, 540. Kiril Taranovsky makes the important
observation that those who recall listening to these broadcasts know that “the din of the city,
including automobile honks, comes from Red Square for a few seconds before the clock begins to
chime,” in Taranovsky, “Mandel'shtam’s Monument not Wrought by Hands,” California Slavic
Studies, vol. 6, ed. Robert P. Hughes, Simon Karlinsky, and Vladimir Markov (Berkeley:
University of California Press, 1971), 45.

109

Mandel'shtam, PSSP, vol. 1, 634. “O06pa3 oTpa3ui MOTPECKUBAHUE B HAYIIHUKAX PAJIHO,
OTYETIINBOE BO BPEeMs I1ay3 M HAIOMUHAIOIIEE 3BYK JIOMAIOLINXCS TY3bIPHKOB B OOKalie
IaMIaHCKOT0.”

"% Oleg Lekmanov, “Ia k vorob'iam poidu i k reporteram...” Pozdnii Mandel'shtam: portret na
gazetnom fone,” Toronto Slavic Quarterly 25 (2008). Accessed June 21, 2016.

http://www .utoronto.ca/tsq/25/lekmanov25.shtml. For the original text, see V. Shostakovich,
“lazyk prostranstva,” in Izvestiia, May 29, 1934, 1-2.
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likely that he took note of Shostakovich’s sketch on Soviet radio communications.
Shostakovich does not elucidate the evocative notion of a “language of space,” letting it
stand as the kind of semantically charged phrase Mandelstam so valued about the novoiaz-
neologisms in Soviet media.''' In some detail, Shostakovich outlines radio-related
achievements in the Soviet Union (“a powerful broadcast network has been created, radio

112 . . .
He is frank about its shortcomings, however,

listening is growing incessantly”).
including the lack of local lines of communication among provincial centers and villages;
Moscow, he complains, remains the nerve center of broadcast in the Soviet Union, a fact
also echoed in Mandelstam’s poem and which heightens the distance felt between capital
and periphery.'"

In the early 1930s, the pages of Izvestiia were littered with news about radio
technology and scientific discoveries concerning sound waves. Broadcast received
particular attention beginning in January 1934, due to its ten-year anniversary in the Soviet
Union that same year. But as Lekmanov documents, articles on other subjects, too, help
shed light on the present poem. The April 15 issue of Izvestiia—the most likely day of the
poem’s completion—contains an article entitled “The Moscow Plan at the Mossovet
plenary session” (“Plan Moskvy na plenume Mossoveta”), with a detailed report on the

Moscow city administration’s discussions regarding civil planning. It describes an

excursion by the committee’s members through the recently inaugurated Moscow Metro

11 7o .
Ibid., 1. “Paauo Bouuio B OBIT TPYASsIIUXCS HAIICH CTPaHBI, 32aBOCBAB ce0e HE TOJIBKO MPOYHOE

MpHU3HaHKUE KaK COBeplIeHHAas (hopMa CBSI3U, HO M KaK BBIPA3UTEIIbHBIN ‘S3bIK IPOCTPAHCTBA’,
MAaCCOBBIM aruTaTop W MpomnarasaucT B a¢upe.”

112 11
Ibid. “Co3nana MoIIHAs CETh BEIaHMs, HEIPEPHIBHO PACTET pauoCaylianue.”

3 1bid., 2. “MarucTpainu paguocBs3i paboTAOT elle HeyI0BIeTBOPUTENbHO. KoamecTBo nuHuil
Henoctarouno. Kpynueiimieii paguotenerpadusiii nentp Coroza—MockBa umeeT Bcero 10
MEXJIyHapOIHBIX pagroTeserpadHbIX CBsI3eH 1 9 BHYTPHCOIO3HBIX, B TO BpeMs KaKk HalpUMep
paguoneHTp AMEpUKAaHCKOW Kopriopanuu ooiagaeT 45 TuHuAMH.”
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(on February 6, 1935 the distance between Sokol'niki and Smolenskaia station was first
traversed by train car), which adds further depth to the poet’s imaginary dialog with the
city: “After the meeting, the deputies left for the Metro. On the Okhotnyi Riad station four
trains awaited them. Before the eyes of the Moscow leaders appeared one of the
accomplished projects of the socialist reconstruction of Moscow in marble and electric

114 Reports such as these, which would also have been broadcast, prompted

gleam.
Mandelstam’s exclamation “Well, how’s the subway?” (“Hy xak metpo?”).

Far from merely voicing nostalgia, however, Mandelstam’s attention to broadcasts
from the center and to recent developments in Moscow is perhaps best seen as a form of
creative resistance to the terms of his internal exile. Despite the authorities’ intentions, the
poet continues to include himself in the evolving Soviet project. His “eavesdropping” on
the center of Soviet power is overtly provocative, given the word naushnik’s older, pre-
technological meaning of informant and traitor. In the Soviet context, this term referred to
those who covertly denunciated fellow citizens to the NKVD, or Soviet secret police
(another frequently used synonym, stukach, from Russian stuchat’, to knock, is likewise

115

based on an auditory metaphor). ~ The double entendre was immediately understood:

"4 Izvestiia, April 15, 1935, 1. “Cpoii noxiaz T. ByAraHuH Ha4HHAET ¢ KPATKOTO 0030pa HTOrOB

1934 r. [...] [K]oraa oH TOBOPUT, YTO HBIHEIIHUH IUIEHYM MOCCOBETa COBEPILUT MPOTYIIKY B
noe3gax MeTpo, Kononnslit 3a1 ornamaetcst 6ypHoii oBaruei. [...] [lo okoHuanuu 3acenanus
JemyTtaTbl MoccoBeTa OTIPaBHIUCh B MeTpo. Ha cranimu OXOTHBIHN psij MX MOKUIAIN 4 Toe3 a.
ITepen xo3seBamu nposeTapckoit MOCKBBI BOBHUK B MPAMOPE U AJIEKTPUUYECKOM CUSTHUM OJIUH U3
BOILIOIIEHHBIX 3aMbICIIOB COLIMAIMCTUYECKON peKOHCTpYKInK MockBbl.” The newly built Metro
was also the subject of radio broadcasts, such as S. P. Zlobin’s “Skazka pro moskovskoe metro
[...],” in Velikaia kniga dnia, 301-309.

'3 yladimir Dal”s dictionary gives the meaning “secret defamer, spy, gossip” (“Taitnbrii
KIJICBETHHK, JIa3yTYUK, Haropopiuk™). The ambiguity of the poem’s first line is reflected in varying
choices by Mandelstam’s translators, such as Nancy Pollak’s rendition as “My little informers, my
earphones,” Mandelstam the Reader (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1995), 172,
or “Ear-flaps, my little ear-flap whisperers,” which overly privileges the word’s third meaning of
the ear-flaps on a fur coat. In Complete Poetry of Osip Emilevich Mandelstam, translated by Burton
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Mandelstam sent a collection of new verse to the Moscow Writers” Union in 1935 that
included the present poem; it caused considerable outrage once other members learned of

the implicit accusation against them.''®

But Mandelstam goes even further in his poem,
imaginatively reversing the existing power dynamic and listening in on those responsible
for his silencing and exile: the words “So, how is the subway” are addressed at his
informers and jailors, rather than friends and relatives in the capital. Indeed, because
Mandelstam continued to work on the poem from April to June, Stalin himself qualifies as
a likely addressee: on May 14, the leader’s speech to mark the opening of the Moscow
Metro was transmitted via radio from the Hall of Columns.'"’

However, Mandelstam’s attempt to associate radio broadcasts with an imaginary
dialogicity, his “back talk™ at the Soviet power center, symbolized by the Kremlin chimes,
is brief and tentative. The fact that radio is a unidirectional medium preventing real
exchange surely reminded the poet of his lack of a readership.''* More importantly, after
Mandelstam gets briefly carried away by buoyant radio, he recalls, mid-line, that writing
remains a dangerous exercise: “Well, how’s the subway?.. Don’t tell, keep it to yourself..”
(“Hy xak metpo?.. Momnuu, B cebe Tau...”). Indeed, this paraphrase of Fiodor Tiutchev’s

“Silentium!” (1830)—the Romantic poet’s famous lyric which begins: “Be silent, hide

away, and keep / your thoughts and longings to yourself” (“Momuu, ckpbiBaiics u Tau / 1

Raffel and Alla Burago (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1973), 237.

" Mandelstam’s wife tersely notes: “The headphones caused an uproar in the Union”

(“Haymnuku Bei3Banu oemencTBo B Cotose”), in Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Tret'ia kniga (Moscow:
Agraf, 2006), 342.

"7 Mandel'shtam, PSSP. Prilozhenie, 445. For the full text, see L. V. Stalin, “Rech’ na
torzhestvennom zasedanii, posviashchennom pusku metropolitena imeni L. M. Kaganovicha 14
maia 1935 goda,” in Pravda, May 15, 1935.

¥ 1t is worth noting that Bertold Brecht in the 1920s also criticized this unidirectional quality of

radio and proposed refashioning the medium as a two-way communications channel.
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”)! __is less about the Romantic trope of inexpressibility than

YyBCTBA M MEUTHI CBOM
about the real existential threat facing the poet. As in “The apartment is quiet as paper,”
radio’s sonic backdrop poignantly highlights his inability—or the unadvisedness—of
continuing to write. In this case, he rhetorically aborts the process of committing to paper a
fantasy of communication inspired by a Moscow broadcast. As a result, the poem itself
formally connotes truncated and compressed speech, rather than the expansive odic forms
which radio inspired in Khlebnikov and Mayakovsky’s verse.

Despite Mandelstam’s frustrated desire to be heard, these lines, along with other
verse written in 1935-37, also exude a sense of revelatory wonder about radio.'*® As in
Mayakovsky’s celebration of the poet as a hyper-sensitive radio receiver, Mandelstam’s
text signals that broadcast has changed his notion of inspiration to encompass external

auditory signals. Rather than channeling an abstract muse, the poet has become the

recipient and processor of electronically mediated sounds. That which is ethereal and

9 Fiodor Tiutchev, “Silentium!,” in Polnoe sobranie sochinenii (Leningrad: Sovetskii pisatel’,

1987), 105-106. “Momum, ckpbiBaiics u Tau / M uyBcTBa M MeuThl cBou — / [Tyckail B myIeBHOM
rryoune / Berarot u 3axoaaT oHe / be3aMoBHO, Kak 3Be3/1bl B HOUH, — / JIIOOYHCS MMM — U MOJTYH.
// Kak cepaiy Bbickaszatb cebst? / Jlpyromy xak nonsath 1e0s? / [IoWMET U OH, YeM ThI )KUBENIH?
/MpbICib u3peuéHHas eCTh JI0XKb. / B3pbiBas, BO3MYTHIND KiItoun, — / [IuTakics vMu — ¥ MOJTYH. //
Jlub xuth B cebe camoM ymend — / EcTb nienblit Mup B nymie TBoeli / TanHCTBEHHO-BOJIIICOHBIX
nyM; / IX oriylIMT HapysXHBIH myM, / JIHeBHbIE pa3roHAT ny4H, — / BHUMal uX NeHbIO — U
Momyu!..”

129 Mandelstam’s unpublished, but apparently orally distributed, radio poem even served as a

literary filter for the experience of another exiled writer: in a letter to Lilia Popova by her second
husband, M. A. Tsvetaev (both of whom were close to the Mandelstams), Tsvetaev writes from a
Vorkuta prison camp on April 21, 1937: “I was listening to the latest news on the radio
(“Headphones, my little headphones” and so on), [ marvel at your spring, in my thoughts I wander
among the trees, the rain is patting against the rim of my hat, there is the scent of some kind of
flower, words, words, eternally elusive words and unfulfilled wishes” (“Cuymran nocnenaue
u3BecTus no paauno (“HaymrHuku, HayImIHUYKA MOU™ | T.1.), 51 TOPa)kaloch Balllel BECHE,
MBICIICHHO OpPOXKY MEXy IEPEBbEB, JOKAb CTYYUT 110 000y HUISAIBI, TAXHET KAKUMHU-TO [IBETAMH,
CJIOBa, CJIOBA, BEYHO HEOCKA3aHHbBIE CIOBA U HEYTOJICHHBIE xkenanus”). Here, too, the radio poem
framed the longing for Moscow and the experience of a lack of voice (“eternally elusive words”).
Cited in Leonid Vidgof, “No liubliu moiu kurvu-Moskvu.” Osip Mandel'shtam: poet i gorod.
Kniga-ekskursiia (Moscow: Astrel', 2012), 385.
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transcendent and cannot be verbalized in Tiutchev’s poems, the springs [kliuchi], has
become the miraculous sounds transmitted through the poet’s headphones. Whereas
outside sound [naruzhnyi shum] distracts the speaker from authentic interior experience in
Tiutchev’s poem, the mysterious external sounds transmitted from Moscow in
Mandelstam’s poem, so evocative and resonant, are in fact akin to the inner sources
Tiutchev exhorts his reader to attend to: “Harken to their song—and be silent” (“Buaumaii
ux nexpto — 1 Momun’”’). For Mandelstam, inspiration comes simultaneously from without
and within, given the private nature of listening using headphones. This conflation of
exteriority and interiority, as well as distance and proximity, is another meaning of the
poem’s striking final image of the “language of space” that has been compressed to a point
(quite literally, the radiotochka, or wired radio receiver).'?'
Shortly after completing “Headphones, my little headphones,” Mandelstam wrote

the poem “After long-fingered Paganini” (“Za Paganini dlinnopalym,” April-June 1935)
inspired by a performance of the violinist Galina Barinova on April 5. In this text, he
superimposes the memory of a radio broadcast onto a live violin concert attended in
Voronezh. In addition to reflecting the sensations of live sound, the poem likewise
associates nostalgia with the experience of listening to broadcast:

3a [laraHuHM JJIMHHONIAIBIM

beryt upiranckoro ryps6oit —

KTo ¢ 40X0M — uex, KTO C MOJIbCKUM 0ajioM,

A KTO ¢ BEHI€pCKOH 4eMUypOi.

JleBUOHKa, BBICKOUYKA, TOPAAUKA,
UYeii 3ByK IUPOK, Kak EHuCen,

121 This word, which was also the original title of the poem (see PSSP, vol. 1, 634), denotes the

wired radio receiver installed in most Soviet appartments by the mid-1930s, when broadcast
became primarily channeled through wires rather than short wave transmissions, in an effort to
increase the state monopoly on the medium.
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VYreus MeHs1 UTPOU CBOEH —

Ha ronose TBOEH, moJsiuka,

Mapunbsl MHULIEK XOIM KyIpeH,
CMBIYOK TBOM MHMTEJIEH, CKPUIIAYKa.

Yrempb MeHs [HlomeHoOM YanbiM,
CepbesnbiM bpamcom, HeT, mocTon —
[TapuxeM MOIIHO-OAMYATIBIM,
My4HBIM U TOTHBIM KapHaBaJIOM
Wnw Gparoit Benst Mmononoit —

BeptsiBoii, B aupuxkepckux Gppaykax,
B nynaiickux ¢eliepBepkax, cCKaukax
U Bannc u3 rpoba B KonbIOenh
[IepenuBaroiieit, Kak XMeb.

HUrpaii ke Ha pa3psIB aOpPTHI

C komaubeli T010BOH BO pTY!

Tpu yopTa ObLIIO — THI UETBEPTHIH,
[Tocnennuii uyAHBINA YOPT B LBETY! 122

[Behind long-fingered Paganini / they run in a Gypsy hullabaloo: / some Czechs
with tics, some Poles with polkas, / and now Hungarians galore. / Jane-come-
lately, stuck-up girl, / With a tone as wide as the Yenisey, / Comfort me with the
way you play... / Marina Mniszek’s curly hillock / Is piled on your head, you
Polack girl, / And your fiddlestick is sickly, too. / Comfort me with horsey
Chopin, / With somber Brahms — no, wait — / With animal-Paris, wild. / With
sweaty, mealy carnivals, or / With fresh-brewed Vienna beer — // Nervous-prancing
Vienna, in conductor’s tail coats / and Danube fireworks, horse-races, / Or waltzes
poured like wine / From grave to cradle. // So play until the aorta snaps, / Play with
that cat’s head in your mouth. / There used to be three devils — but you’re the
fourth, / The last blossoming wonderful devil!'*]

The evening’s program triggers a flight of the imagination that transports the
speaker away from the concert and into the private experience of an imagined radio concert
(or a multitude of concert fragments). (One indication that the speaker is no longer

describing a real concert by the third stanza is the fact that Chopin wrote no pieces for

122 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Za Paganini dlinnopalym,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 205.

' Osip Mandelstam, “Behind long-fingered Paganini,” translated by Clarence Brown, in
Mandelstam, 226-227.
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124 The rapid transitions from program to program, which follow the

individual violin).
whims of the listener (“no, wait”—net, postoi) resemble the use of a scrolling radio dial to
jump from Chopin to Paris to a broadcast from Vienna. And the striking use of fricatives
(now plosive: s chokhom — chekh, now hushing: “YTems mens [llonenom yanbsiM™) once
again suggests the hissing distortions of a contemporary radio receiver. On such a reading,
the poem’s addressee is both Barinova, the live performer, and the radio receiver, an
almost mythological creature that obscures the musician, partakes of her infernal, devilish,
yet also miraculous qualities, and whose mouth-like loudspeaker opening holds a cat’s
head (“Urpaii >xe Ha pa3pbIB a0pThI / ¢ KolIaubeil To10Boi Bo pTy”’). Radio has become the
symbol through which the otherworldliness of all musical performance—an uncanny
emanation that also connotes the distant European continent—is best captured and
understood.

The image of the cat’s head in, or close to, the performer’s mouth has long puzzled
readers, who have read it as a simile for the violin’s coiled end or as an allusion to the
eloquence-stimulating stone of Demosthenes.'*> Two other possible readings require some
familiarity with the visual “look” of contemporary sound media. First, the cat’s head brings

to mind a radio receiver model introduced the early 1930s: officially known as Telefunken

340W, this device was popularly called Katzenkopf for the shape of the dial in the center of

' The choice of the name Chopin itself, given the inconsistency pointed out above, suggests

Mandelstam has given in to the logic of (radio)sound, presumably choosing the name Chopin for
the sonorous properties of the initial fricative sound.

123 Kiril Taranovsky suggests that the image refers to the violin’s neck, seen from Mandelstam’s

seat at the concert hall: “peup uaeT 06 H300paKEHUHN KOIIaubel TOJOBBI HAa KOHIE CKPHITHIHOTO
rpuda, KOTOPHI B ONPEIcIECHHOM PaKypCce MOKET IT0Ka3aThCsl HAOMI0aTe0 HaXOIAIIUMCS BO
pry y ucnonaurens.” Cited in B. Kats, “V storonu muzyki,” in Literaturnoe obozrenie 1 (1991),
72.
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126 Reports on radio receivers both domestic and foreign

the front panel (see figure 4.1).
were abundant in Soviet newspapers, the radio amateur press, as well as contemporary

advertising; Mandelstam may also have been exposed to the latest models through his

work for the Voronezh Radio Committee.

Figure 4.1 Figure 4.2

Figure 4.3

126 This type of receiver did not feature built-in speakers, but headphones or stand-alone speakers
could beconnected to it. The dial of the first Soviet superheterodyne receivers, the 9n-4 (first built
in 1937), also resembles a cat’s head, due to the two triangular upper corners of the metal casing
covering the dial (see figure 4.2). For an overview of standalone tube radios available in the Soviet
Union in the 1930s, see “Virtual'nyi muzei i spravochnik Otechestvennaia Radiotekhnika XX
veka,” last modified May 1, 2016, http://rw6ase.narod.ru.

209



A radiophonic reading of the poem is also supported by the fact that Barinova was a
well-regarded performer whose name became associated with radio from her earliest
appearances, which were broadcast from the studio at the House of Unions in Moscow.
During her guest performances in Voronezh, she was involved with concerts organized and
broadcast by the local Radio Committee and Mandelstam likely encountered her there. If
the concert he attended was indeed broadcast, Barinova would have stood near a standing
microphone, many of which also resembled a cat’s head in those years (see figure 4.3). In
“After long-fingered Paganini,” then, the experience of broadcast is superimposed onto a
live concert performance, suggesting that Mandelstam’s longing for culture was closely
affiliated with his exposure to the medium, while also underscoring radio’s implications of
distance and transcendence.

A musical concert is also given a radiophonic interpretation in Mandelstam’s “I’m
down in a lion’s ditch, under a fort” (“Ia v I'vinyi rov i v krepost' pogruzhen”), which was
written during his last winter in Voronezh (February 12, 1937) and concludes the second
“Voronezh Notebook.”

51 B IBUHBIN POB U B KPEMOCTh MOTPYKEH
W omyckaroch HUXe, HUXKE, HUXKE

ITon 3TUX 3BYKOB JINBEHb IPOAIKEBON —
CunbHee 51bBa, MoIIHee [IATHKHNKDSL.
Kak 6:1m3K0, 0:113K0 TBOM MOJIXOAUT 30B —
Jlo 3amoBenen poabl U IEPBUHBI —
OxeaHMICKUX HU3KA KEMUYYTOB

W TauTSsHOK KPOTKHE KOP3UHBL...
Kaparomiero nenpst MaTepux,

I'ycToro ronoca HU3MHAMHU Ha/IBUHBCS!
borartsIx nouepei TMKapCKO-CIIaAKUN JTUK

He cTtout TBOCTO — ImpamMaTepu — MU3UHILIA.

He OrpaHH4cHa €Ic MOs 1opa:
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U st compoBOXk1a]1 BOCTOPT BCEICHCKHI,

Kak BnonrosnocHast opranHasi urpa

COMpPOBOYXIAET FOIOC KEHCKHIA, *

[’'m down in a lion’s ditch, under a fort, / Going down, down, down / under the

yeast-storm of these sounds — / stronger than lions, more powerful than Moses and

his Five Books. // Your summons: how close, how close — / Before childbirth’s

commandments, and first-born’s, which came before all / commandments —/ a

string of ocean pearls and Tahitian women’s gentle baskets. // Approach, continent

of punitive singing, / with the deep bottom-places of your voice! / The shy-sweet

icon faces of all our daughters / is worth — less than your littlest finger, oh Ur-

mother. // I still have time without end, time, all time, / and as a background organ /

accompanies a woman’s voice / I too accompany this universal rapture.'**]
The text reflects on the broadcast performances of Marian Anderson (1897-1993), the
celebrated African-American contralto who had gained a large following in the Soviet
Union by the early 1930s. In 1934-35 she went on tour in Moscow before continuing to
Odessa and Kharkov, and many of her popular songs, accompanied by the Moscow
Symphonic Orchestra, were also issued on vinyl records. Anderson’s repertoire was wide-
ranging, but Soviet audiences were especially receptive to her renditions of African-
American spirituals, an enthusiasm one of her biographers relates to the political climate in
1937: “Once the audiences heard Anderson sing, they could not fail to be moved by these
songs of an oppressed people. The first of Stalin’s purges had begun the previous year, and
had intensified in December [...]. Russian audiences heard in Anderson’s singing the
struggles of their own lives.”'*’ As the poet’s wife points out, for the Mandelstams these
spirituals also recalled the case of a personal acquaintance affected by the events of 1937:

O. M. was listening to Maria Anderson on the radio, who was then on tour in

Moscow. He has seen her portrait somewhere. But this poem is not only about
Maria Anderson. In those days we learned that a singer from Leningrad, who had

127 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Ia v I'vinyi rov i v krepost' pogruzhen,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 227.
128 Complete Poetry of Osip Emilevich Mandelstam, 279-280.
2% Allen Keiler, Marian Anderson: A Singer’s Journey (New York: Scribner, 2000), 146.
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also worked on the radio, had fallen ill... Someone whispered that she was not sick,
but that they had arrested her husband, an engineer who had already managed to do
quite a bit of time in the camps. We went to see her and learned the details of the
arrest. She hoped that her husband would not be sent to the camps a second time,
that they would exile him; she would join him and make a living singing... The
next day O. M., completely exhausted by work at this time, was lying on the bed
during the day and I thought he was half asleep. Suddenly he read me these lines."
Here, too, the presence of radio—never explicitly mentioned, but contextually

0

evident—establishes a purely auditory connection to the outside world, while suspending
spatial and temporal boundaries, and even bracketing death: “I still have time without
end.” The singer’s voice metaphorically lowers the listener into the biblical lion’s den,
reenforcing Mandelstam’s association of radio sound—in this case, broadcast music—with
his status as an abandoned outcast. But it also prompts a vicarious experience of the pain
and suffering of others (the young friend from Leningrad and the tribulations of African
Americans). Mandelstam continues to depict sound in its phenomenological complexity;
the poem’s aurality has a hypnotizing effect characterized by repetition—"“lower, lower,
lower” and “close, close” (“Hmke, HIKe, HIOKE,” “0au3K0, 61M3k0”’)—and, as in the earlier
poems, he dwells on sound as a having a spatial quality and serving as an interpersonal
link. The poem also shows that Mandelstam’s Voronezh texts use different registers to
depict sound: whereas the text about Barinova’s performance is dominated by unvoiced
hushing sounds, these lines are characterized by voiced z/ and z.

After an imaginative excourse through the associations of this voice, the poem

139 Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Tret'ia kniga, 244. “O. M. ciyuran mo pagno Mapuio AHIepcoH,
racTpOJHMPOBABIIYIO TOTAa B MOCKBE, BUAET I'le-TO ee mopTpeT. Ho B 3TOM CTUXOTBOPEHUH HE
TONBKO Mapust AHnepcoH. B Te jke THU MBI y3HAJIH, 4TO MEBHUIA-ICHUHTpaaKa, paboTaBuias Ha
panuo, 3abomnena... KTo-1o memnHyn, 4To oHa He 0OJibHA, 8 Y Hee apeCTOBAIM MYKa, HH)KEHepa, YKe
YCIIEBIIIETO OTCHICTh HEMAJIBIY CPOK B JIarepsix. Mbl MONUIH K HEH, Y3HAIHM MOJIPOOHOCTH apecTa.
Omna Hazesu1ach, YTO BTOPUYHO MYX B JIarepb He MOMAIET, ero COILIIOT, OHA MOEAET 3a HUM U
BCIOZY IPOKOpMUTCS neHueM... Ha cienyromuit nens O. M., COBEPIIEHHO K TOMY BPEMEHU
U3MOXKICHHBIN paboTOH, THEM JIe)Kall Ha KpOBaTH — MHE Ka3aJ0Ch, UTO OH JApemMiieT. BHe3amHo oH
MpOoYeII 3TH CTUXHU.”
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returns to Mandelstam’s personal situation and circumscribes his role in the world and as a
poet in terms of a hushed organ accompaniment to a greater voice, personified as female
beauty. Once again, his bitter realization of a disbalance between continued inspiration and
the increasing inability to respond through his poetic craft becomes focalized through
radio, now a potent symbol for his asymmetrical engagement with the world: Mandelstam
is no longer a voice in the chorus singing the world’s praises, like the organ accompanying
Barinova, but someone who merely “accompanies” life by ‘tuning in’ and following

131
along.

The “Sound Self” of the Voronezh Notebooks

These examples of Mandelstam’s preoccupation with radio during the Voronezh
exile all bear evidence of what has been called the “sound self,” a set of mental
characteristics typical of acoustical modernity. The psychologist Robert Romanyshyn, for
instance, distinguishes between the categories of consciousness characteristic of the age of
print culture and the state of mind specific to the television age. In this account, the reading
mind is primarily determined by the rational perspective of someone attempting to grasp
and interpret what is read: “Our trying to make sense of the text is a means of mastery and
control, the perspective of an ego consciousness in the stance of a detached observer of the
world.”"*? By contrast, Romanyshyn argues, image-based media such as film,

photography, and television fundamentally question “values of linear rationality,

BT am indebted to Daria Khitrova for many astute observations about Mandelstam’s Voronezh

poems, but especially about the relationship in the late verse between speaking and silently
listening, between expelling and sucking in air, and its relationship to the metaphor of useful bees
Versus wasps.

132 Robert Romanyshyn, “The Despotic Eye,” in Modernism and the Hegemony of Vision

(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1996), 344.
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contextual coherence, narrative continuity, infinite progress, individual privacy, productive
efficiency, detached comprehensiveness, and neutral objectivity.”'** While he
distinguishes between two visual media, his assertions equally apply to auditory media,
which are even more adept at disrupting the Cartesian process of detached, rational
meaning-making by immersing the listener in an ocean of voices, sounds, and noise.
Indeed, countless other thinkers about sound and selfhood have noted that
consciousness dominated by auditory rather than visual information is potentially
endangered. In “The Modern Auditory I,” Steven Connor writes that “sonorous experience,
though it is of vital importance in early infantile life, represents a particular threat to

selfhood; it is at once the ego’s source and its jeopardy.”'*

Where auditory experience
dominates, he asserts, applying some of Ong’s characteristics of primary orality to the age
of secondary orality, the linear, rational mind supported by our customary visual
orientation is disabled: “singular, perspectival [experience] gives way to plural, permeated
space. The self defined in terms of hearing rather than sight is a self imagined not as a
point, but as a membrane; not as a picture, but as a channel through which voices, noises
and musics travel.”"** Understood in this way, sound implies a loss of control and
objective distance; the cogent self has traditionally been understood in terms of a visual
perspective that implies distance from its object, rather than immersion into overlapping

sonic signals.

Although recent work in sound studies has challenged such transhistorical binaries

13 Romanyshyn, “The Despotic Eye,” 345.

134 Connor, “The Modern Auditory 1,” 214.
% Ibid., 207.
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about sound and sight—what Jonathan Sterne calls the “audiovisual litany”'**—the
concept of the “sound self” aptly captures the receptivity to sound of Mandelstam’s late
poetry. It expands our understanding of the poet as a powerful processor of written texts by
accounting for his equal, if not even greater, receptivity to auditory data in his final
months, and showing ways in which the latter was not always within his control. The
poems written during this time show the disorienting effects of being immersed in pure
sound—on the phonetic, syntactic, and compositional level—and suggest a lyrical subject
dissolved in a montage of soundbytes. The Voronezh poems not only combine textual
reminiscences, but serve as “echo chambers” of unrelated utterances present and past,
remembered fragments of conversations, barely consciously received bits of radio
broadcasts, as well as a vast range of other sounds to which Mandelstam was exposed.

A particularly challenging poem that depicts such uncontrolled receptivity to sound
is entitled “Little Steamboat with Roosters” (“Parokhodik s petukhami,” July 3, 1937). The
text is among Mandelstam’s last known works, a group of three surviving poems written
near Moscow after his return from Voronezh. Barred from living in the capital itself,
Mandelstam chose the village of Savelovo, near Kimry, just outside the Moscow region,
but close enough to reach the city if needed. Galina von Mekk, a friend of the
Mandelstams who was herself a camp veteran, notes the role of sound in choosing a
temporary refuge: “Settle down in any hole [...] but do not cut yourself off from the

59137

railroad: as long as you can hear those sounds.” °* The poem vividly describes a different,

13 Jonathan Sterne, “Sonic Imaginations,” in The Sound Studies Reader, 8. For a fuller introduction

to this problem and Sterne’s attempt to counter generalizations of listening as a “pure interiority”—
by historicizing the perception of sound—see Sterne, The Audible Past: Cultural Origins of Sound
Reproduction (Durham: Duke University Press, 2003), 10-19.

137 L .
Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Vospominaniia, 385. “Cenutech B 110001 AbIpe [...] HO HE
OTPBIBANTECH OT KEJIE3HON JOPOTH: JIUIIH OBl CIABIMIATH TYAKH.”
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but related auditory connection between the Soviet capital and its periphery:

[Tapoxoauk ¢ neTyxamu
ITo HeOy mibIBeT,

U nmoxBoa ¢ OutroraMu
Huxkyna neviner.

W 3BeHUT OYITUIBHUK COHHBIN —
Xouelb, IOBTOPH, —
“IlonTOpsl BO3AYUIHBIX TOHHBI,
ToHHBI TONTOPHL”. ..

W, nasnpHBIX 3ByKOB MOpE

B nepe6ou B3sB,

Mocksa capiut, MockBa CMOTPHUT,
30pKO CMOTPHT B SIBb.

Tonbko Ha KpanuBax MbUTBHBIX —
Bort yero 6oroce —

He u3Bomi 661 B HAITMILHUK
IIIero BeDKATH rycb.13 8

[A steamboat with little roosters / Swims across the sky, / And the cart led by
bitiugs'® / Is going nowhere. // And the sleepy alarm-clock rings — / If you want,
repeat, / “One and a half tons of air, / one and a half tons”... // And, having taken in
/ the interference of a sea of soldered sounds, / Moscow hears, Moscow watches, /
Vigilantly watches the day. // Except that on these dusty nettles —/ This is what I
fear — / That the steel file might wish / To crush the goose’s neck.]

In opaque and fantastic imagery, this poem captures the break of day, with the speaker still
half asleep. The distance between the capital and the province is bridged by a sound-
inspired reverie: as Oleg Lekmanov notes, the setting of Savelovo reflects an “amorphous,
semi-fairy tale” realm of dreams interrupted by the drowsy alarm and the voice of a radio

140

announcer broadcasting the weather report.”™ The poem’s speaker takes in these sounds

and instinctively reproduces them: “If you want, repeat, / ‘One and a half tons of air, / one

138 Osip Mandel'shtam, “Parokhodik s petukhami,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 248.

1% A breed of Russian cart horse from the Voronezh region introduced by Peter the Great.

140 . .
Lekmanov, “Ia k vorob'iam poidu.”
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and a half tons’...” (“xouemib, moBTOpH, — / ‘[loNTOPHI BO3MYIIHBIX TOHHBI, / TOHHBI
nonrtopsl’”’). This turn of phrase itself represents sound as distorted, echoing, languorous,
and slow. As these Moscow sounds wash over him, the speaker is suddenly caught up in
the city’s energy, conveyed by the clipped and clichéd language of the radio broadcast:
“Moscow is listening, Moscow is watching” (“MockBa cibimut, Mocka cMoTput”’). The
evocative use of the word paial’nyi (from paiat’, to solder) to characterize the sounds
carried from the center to Savelovo suggests the “welding” quality of sound in urban
settings: its ability to draw together a community of listeners that includes the poet on the
fringes. At the same time, it implies that Mandelstam is transfixed by these sounds: not
liberated, but conscious of being held in place. And, as Lekmanov plausibly suggests, the
word also refers to an already mentioned technological peculiarity of Soviet radio: the
cables along which sound travels from Moscow to this provincial wire speaker.'*'
Finally, as though realizing that he is not, in fact, in Moscow but in Savelovo, the
poem’s speaker begins to register his provincial surroundings. Filtered through his
somnolent state, the village is depicted through the semantics of fear and negativity: as
Oleg Lekmanov notes, the poem concludes with a premonition of violence: the crushing of
a goose’s neck. Its source becomes clearer if we consider the line “And, having taken in /
the interference of a sea of soldered sounds” (U, nasipHBIX 3ByKOB Mope / B mepebou
B3s1B”"), which alludes to the Kremlin Chimes transmitted by radio (the boi in pereboi,
which has the additional meaning of armed combat). The following line thus refers not
only to alert Moscovites, but to the Kremlin’s political vigilance: “Moscow is listening,

Moscow is watching” (“Mocksa ciabiut, MockBa cmotput”). As in “Headphones, my

41 bid.
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little headphones,” the verb denoting auditory action (slyshat") acquires the ominous
connotation of auditory surveillance. Once again Mandelstam is surreptitiously “listening
in” on the center, but now the center is also alertly tracking the recently pardoned poet’s
every move.

Read as a poem about the radio, the text becomes emblematic of the associative and
illogical ways in which sound can enter the mind and guide our thought patterns. The
images of the first and last stanza, complex and surreal in themselves, may allude to the
content of a specific radio broadcast. Unlike the newspaper texts used in Oleg Lekmanov’s
deft contextualizing work on the Voronezh poems, these auditory sources are largely lost
to scholarship.'** Lekmanov suggests one possible reading of the first line’s image of a
steamboat floating across the sky, which shows it to be more than a blurred simile for a
cloud (“A steamboat with little roosters / Swims across the sky”): in his radio address
during the 1937 May Day Parade, Soviet writer Lev Kassil' uses a sonic sample of the
Volga steamers’ sounds, figuratively releasing them into the sky: “Red Square speaking!
Steamboats are travelling along the Volga-Moscow Canal.”'** Another potential
reminiscence stems from a commonly sung chastushka of the Russian Civil War: “The
steamer swims, making waves / We’ll feed the volunteers to the fish” (“Ilapoxox misiBer,
BOJIHBI KonbliaMu / ByneM pei0y kopmuth qoOpoBosibiiamu’), which appears in a popular
musical radio montage in 1936 (and which corresponds to the poem’s threatening

144

overtones).  Given this clear sonic orientation of the text, other words and images, too,

142 . . . . .
For an overview of the archival situation, as well as some of the places where rare survivals may

be audited, see the introduction.

% Lev Kassil', “Govorit Krasnaia ploshchad'. Zametki u mikrofona,” Literaturnaia gazeta, May 5,
1937: 1. “T'oBoput Kpacuas miomaas! UayT mapoxoas! o kaHany Bonra-Mocksa.”

144 Sung to Russian folk tune of “Ekh, iablochko!,” these lines are featured in “Pervaia Konnaia,” a
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must be considered in terms of the sounds they imply, including “ocean” [more] and “steel
file” [napil'nik], whose implied “roaring” and “rasping” metonymically characterizes
radio’s particular sound.

In addition to news and musical broadcasts, the Voronezh poems also reflect the
Soviet culture of auditory mass celebrations and commemoration. Aside from enshrining
important Soviet leaders and events through statues and commemorative places—a process
that intensified in the early 1930s—the state increasingly opted for live audio events that

145

captured not reified achievements of the state, but the heroic present moment. ™ As Steven

Lovell remarks, “[r]adio stood out from the other mass media of the 1930s (cinema and the

146
7 From the

press) for its capacity to serve up collective events that unfolded in real time.
mid-1930s on, reports from military parades and state celebrations, such as on May Day
and Revolution Day, were used to “bring almost the entire population together in a
communal real-time experience.”"*’

Beyond broadcasts from Red Square, radio’s ritual function was also served by
reports on the icebreaker Krasin’s rescue of General Nobile in 1928 and the astonishing

recovery of the stranded Chelyuskin crew by plane in 1934. Moreover, the new practice of

sonically documenting geographic and scientific discoveries via live radio also played an

1936 radio montage directed by Aleksandr V. Aleksandrov. A recording can be accessed at
http://www.sovmusic.ru/sam_download.php?fname=s13863 (accessed August 2, 2016). Many
variants exist, some of which feature the word idet after parokhod, while others use plyvet.

' Jonathan Platt has described the cultural mechanism underlying the Pushkin centennial

celebrations in 1937 as bifurcated between exactly such a reaffirmation of a historicized, reified
symbol of the past and an eternally present image, forming “a paradoxical union of being and
becoming, static immortality and living, earthly motion.” Platt, Feast in the Time of Terror:
Stalinist Temporal Paradox and the 1937 Pushkin Jubilee (PhD diss., Columbia University, 2008),
102.

146 Steven Lovell, “How Russia Learned to Listen: Radio and the Making of Soviet Culture,”
Kritika: Explorations in Russian and Eurasian History 3 (2011): 609.

147 Lovell, Russia in the Microphone Age, 61.
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important role. Given our knowledge about his exposure to radio, we must assume that
Mandelstam heard many of these broadcasts; others were summarized or reprinted in the
daily newspapers, such as an attempt by three radio reporters to use a mobile shortwave
transmitter for broadcasting live from Mount Kazbek in the Caucasus.'*® A different article
in Izvestiia, published April 10, 1935, describes attempts to record sound on the bottom of
the ocean.'*’ Oceans, mountains, the icy polar regions, and the skies—even the furthest
reaches of the Soviet empire were being fathomed, documented, and shared by Soviet
radio signals.'

As Oleg Lekmanov shows, and as my own readings of texts such as “Headphones,
my little headphones™ have further documented, Mandelstam’s Voronezh poems often
allude to Soviet broadcast genres, specific programs, or even particular sounds of the mid-
1930s. However, the noises of these radio formats also shape the increasing aural density
of Mandelstam’s poems in 1935-37 on a more profound level. Their clear orientation

toward ear and larynx—rather than toward a silent reception—can be seen as an

involuntary effect of the poet’s immersion into the schizophonic soundscape. Arguably,

%% «Radioperedacha s vershiny Kazbeka,” in Izvestiia, April 14, 1935: “3umyiomiie Ha BepIInHe
Ka36eka HayuHble paOOTHUKHU PaCcCKaXKyT, KaK MPOXOAUT 3UMOBKA |...].”

149 B Kamenskii, “Golos moria,” in Izvestiia, April 10, 1935.

"% This use of radio to stage Soviet achievements is captured in a radio broadcast from Red Square

on the twenty-year anniversary of the October Revolution. Led by the socialist realist writer
Vsevolod Vishnevskii (1900—1951), the program included live spoken word from the Cruiser
Avrora, appeals by delegates from various Soviet republics, and climaxed in a virtual exchange
with four scientists on an expedition to the North Pole: “Hello, North Pole! Hello, Ivan Dmitrievich
Papanin and comrades Krenkel', Shirshov and Fedorov! Listen, Moscow speaking, Red Square!
[...] We will await your answer: hello, North Pole! Hello, comrade Krenkel'. Give us your answer
in the Morse alphabet. (Krenkel’s radiogram follows).” Next in the broadcast, the telegraphed
response is sonically relayed to millions of Soviet listeners and Vishnevsky triumphantly reports
back to the North Pole: “Hello, comrades Papanin, Krenkel', Shirshov, Fedorov! Your radiogram
was heard by everyone!” See V. V. Vishnevskii, “Radioperedacha s Krasnoi ploshchadi 7 noiabria
1937” (autograph). Russian State Archive of Art and Literature (RGALI), fond 1038, opis' 1, ed.
khr. 1168, 20-22.
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however, Mandelstam also deliberately appropriates the outwardly communicative aspect

51 The semiotician Iurii Levin has shown that

of these transmissions for his poetic practice.
the Voronezh poems increasingly reflect and embody communicative processes; he even
uses the term “reportage by a participant” [reportazh uchastika]."* Often addressed
directly to someone or something, their phrasing becomes increasingly appellative: “Very
frequent are questions, imperatives, appeals (including the especially characteristic
peculiar ‘greetings’ such as ‘Well hello, black earth’).”'>* As the most extreme example of
such reportage-like Voronezh poems, Levin cites texts that progress from a conditional
sign of a communicative act into communication that happens here and now, as it were:
“the poem itself transforms from [...] the sign of an event into the event, from a literary
fact into a fact of life. Such poems as “Oh how afraid we are,” “We’ll sit together in the
kitchen,” and “No, I don’t hide behind” and many others do not describe situations, but
»154

their actual presence, which presupposes not a fictive, but a real contact.

This communicative immediacy is amplified by the poet’s rejection of manuscripts

B! Lev Kassil”s above-cited report about the 1937 May Day parade demonstrates the remarkable
montage-like quality of these celebratory broadcasts: “Ham mukpodon, noMenieHHbli B Gokyce
OTPOMHOTO BOTHYTOT'O CIIyXOBOTO 3€pKaja, BOUpaeT B ce0sl ClIoBa IPUBETCTBUM, TAKTHI OPKECTPA,
BECEJIbIE€ BO3IJIACHl, IECHU U HAlll pacckas o npa3aHuke. JIMKOBCKUH BKJItOUaeT kaHan Bonra-
Mockgsa, u ¢ KpacHoii momaan KpruyaT TapoXosl |...]. 3aTeM s BKIIOYA0 IUICHKY, 3alUCAHHYIO
HakaHyHe 1o Tenieony u3z Manpuna, u ¢ KpacHoii miomiaaeto ropoput Majpun [...] u motom
BKJIFOYAEM I10€3]l, YBO3SIIHNHA ITyMHBIX, MIOIOIUX KOMCOMOJIOK Ha [lanpauii Boctok...” Kassil',
“Govorit Krasnaia ploshchad',” 1.

"2 Turii Levin, “O nekotorykh osobennostiakh poetiki pozdnego Mandel'shtama,” in Zhizn'i

tvorchestvo O. E. Mandel'shtama, edited by O. G. Lasunskii (Voronezh: Izdat. Voronezhskogo
universiteta, 1990), 413.

153 .
Levin, 412. “Od4enb 4acThl BOIPOCHI, UMIIEPATUBEI, OOpAIICHUS (B TOM YHCIIE, YTO OCOOCHHO
XapaKkTepHO, CBOe0Opas3Hble ‘mpuBeTCTBUS’ THma ‘Hy 3apaBcTBYi, yepHo3zeM’).”

' Tbid. “CtuxoTBOpeHue u3 [...] 3HAKA COOBITHS CaMO IPEBPAILACTCS B COOBITHE, U3
muTepaTypHoro ¢akra — B ¢akT xxu3Hu. Takue ctuxu, kak “Kynaa kak crpamto...”, “Mebl ¢ To00i
Ha KyXHe mocunum...”, “Het, He cripATaThCs MHE...” U MH. Jp. IalIOT HE OMMCAaHUE CUTYaIlUH, a
aKTyalbHOE ee MPUCYTCTBUE, IpEeIoiararoniee He QUKTUBHBIN, a pealbHbId KOHTAKT.”
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during this period (Rudakov was amazed at the lack of written drafts when the two began

155

to work on Mandelstam’s poems °°) and by Mandelstam’s frequent denigration of print,

quite understandable from someone who was unable to publish: “Why are you all attaching

156 But whereas the oft-cited dictum “I alone in

such importance to Gutenberg’s machine?’
Russia work from the voice [s golosa]” was a hyperbolic and defiant rejection of Soviet
literary institutions and its officials when first uttered in “The Fourth Prose” (1930), it
actually describes Mandelstam’s poetic process in Voronezh, where he increasingly
represents his work as that of an oral bard."’

A poem that exemplifies this radio-inspired aurality, and whose imagery itself is
driven by an aleatoric indeterminacy, is “My sleep keeps me sleepy, here on the Don”
(“Oboroniaet son moiu donskuiu son',” February 3—11, 1937) from the second “Voronezh
Notebook.”'*® The text is both highly associative—subordinating literal meaning to the
self-sufficient qualities of phonemes and the associative links they inspire—and anchored
in concrete sounds and numerous identifiable radio “intertexts.” Most immediately
recognizable is the reference to the Kremlin Chimes contained within the first line, as well
as to the choral chanting of the Internationale that customarily followed:

OOGOopOoHSIET COH MOIO JOHCKYIO COHb,
U pa3BopauymnBaroTCs yepernax MaHEeBPhHI —

Wx 6bICTpOXO0/IHAs!, B3BOJHOBAaHHAsSI OPOHb
U no6ombITHEIE KOBPBI JIFOJCKOTO TOBOPA. ..

155 Gershtein, Memuary, 142.

1% Semen Lipkin, ““Ugl', pylaiushchii ognem...” Vospominaniia,” in Vospominaniia o
Mandel'shtame. Stikhi, stat'i, perepiska (Moscow: Rossiiskii gosudarstvennyi gumanitarnyi
universitet, 2008), 16. “U mouemy BbI Bce NpuaaeTe Takoe 3HaYeHne cTaHky ['yrenbepra?”’

157 . . .

Mandel'stam, “Chetvertaia proza,” in PSSP, vol. 2, 350. “Y MeHs HEeT pyKOIUCEH, HET 3aMCHBIX
KHUXKEK, HET apXUBOB. Y MEHS HET [T04YepKa, IOTOMY YTO 51 HUKorja He nuuy. S onun B Poccun
pabortaro ¢ roioca, a Kpyrom I'yCTOIcoBasi CBoJoub nuimieT. Kakoii s k uepty nucarens!”

138 Osip Mandel'stam, “Oboroniaet son moiu donskuiu son',” in PSSP, vol. 1, 226.
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W B 601t MeHS BEAyT MOHATHBIE CJIOBA —

3a 000pOoHY KU3HU, 00OPOHY

CtpaHbI-3eMJH, TJ1€ CMEPTh YCHET, KaK JHEM COBa. ..
Crexsio MOCKBBI TOPUT MEX pedpaMu rpaHEHBIMHU.

Heobopumble kpemiIeBCKHE CI0Ba —

B Hux o6opoHa 000pOHBL;

U 6ponn 60eBoii — u OpOBb, U TOJIOBA
Bwmecre ¢ rmazamu mono00BHO COOpaHEI.

U cnymaet 3emiist — Ipyrue crpaHsl — 001,

W3 xopoBoro nagaromuii Kopooa:

— Paby He ObITH pabom, pabe He OBITH paboii, —
U xop noet ¢ yacamu pyka o0 pykKy.

[My sleep keeps me sleepy, here on the Don, / And the maneuvers of the turtles
unfold — / Their quick-armor motion, / and curious carpets of human noise. / And
clear words lead me into battle, / defending life, defending / country — a land where
death will sleep like a day-time owl, / and Moscow-glass burns between cut-glass
ribs. / Impregnable Kremlin words: / the defense of defense / and of armor and of
eyebrows and of the head, / yes and the eyes — all cheerfully gathered. All. / And it
listens, this land — and other lands listen — / beating, breaking, a battle rhythm: / —
Slaves are not to be slaves, whores are not to be whores! / And so the choir sings,
hand in hand, by the clock."’]

The first line is punctuated by the deeply voiced son and son’, which are echoed further in
the text by contiguous phonemes, such as boi and brov'—a syncopated rhythmic skeleton

that sonically mirrors the slow, deep tolling of the kuranty.'®

They also evoke the echo-
filled low transmission quality of such public speeches, which were simultaneously

amplified by speakers along Red Square, resulting in high reverberation.'®' Out of this

19 Complete Poetry of Osip Emilevich Mandelstam, 280.

1% Kiril Taranovsky suggests that the poem’s penultimate line, too, “contains an onomatopoeia of

the Kremlin chimes (bu—by—bom || b’e—by—boj)” (Taranovsky, 48).

"I To gain an idea about the sounds of a similar parade, see the Soiuzkinokhronika film of the

November 7, 1937 parade on Red Square, “1917-1937. Prazdnovanie dvadtsatoi godovshchiny
Velikoi Oktiabr'skoi sotsialisticheskoi revoliutsii v SSSR.” YouTube video, 11:57. Posted June
2015. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0T5KPvMKOeE. See also the speech held by the
Socialist Realist writer V. V. Vishnevskii on this occasion, a striking example of a text both written
for radio and about sonic community-building: “Radioperedacha s Krasnoi ploshchadi 7 noiabria
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sound emerges the poem’s plot, which relies on the illusion of synchronicity and unfolds
simultaneously to that which it depicts: “And the maneuvers of turtles unfold” (“U
pa3BopaunBarotcs yepemnax ManeBpsl”). The poem uses verbs strictly in the present tense,
and the first two (oboroniaet and razvorachivaiutsia), which are particularly long, “unfold”
slowly, increasing the poem’s effect of a gradually progressing real time and a reporter’s
now-perspective. This sense is further underscored by the additive logic of the text, a
feature Adelaide Morris highlights as a vital component of a sound-based writing style,
aided by the predominant use of the conjunction “and” [7] to propel the poem’s descriptive
sequence.'®

The poem’s imagery serves a dual role: it refers both to an imaginary visual order
and to the radio sounds the speaker hears. Thus, the expressions “excited armor”
[vzvolnovannaia bron'] and “curious carpets” [liubopytnye kovry] describe a phalanx of
Soviet soldiers, the demonstration of military equipment, and the agitated, noisy spectators
on Red Square, but are equally rooted in sound. The word “vzvolnovannyi”—Russian for
‘excited’, based on its root volna, or ‘wave’—is characteristic for this period of
Mandelstam’s verse. It also appears, for instance, in the poem beginning with the line
“Wave runs after wave, breaking the other wave’s crest” (“Bezhit volna — volnoi khrebet
lomaia”), in which Mandelstam invokes Moscow as “The unabating capital of waves”

(“Heyceimnennas cronuia BoiHoBas ), another barely veiled allusion to radio. ™ The

image of “carpets of human talk” is consistent with Mandelstam’s frequent descriptions of

1937,” RGALI fond 1038, opis' 1, ed. khr. 1168.

162« Additive rather than analytic, the poem moves by means of formulas and clusters, parallel

terms, phrases, and clauses. Its hinges are paratactic rather than hypotactic: ‘and’ and ‘then,’ not
‘however,” ‘because,’ or ‘therefore’.” Morris, “Sound Technologies and the Modernist Epic: H.D.
on the Air,” 48.

163 Osip Mandel'stam, “Bezhit volna — volnoi khrebet lomaia,” in PSSP, vol. 1, 209.
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sound as something spreading throughout space, both acoustically, through the open air,
and electro-acoustically, by way of the nation’s advanced radio network. Finally, this
stanza superimposes a visual image related to the radio onto what appears to be an
architectural reminiscence: “Moscow-glass burns between cut-glass ribs” (“Crekio
MockBbI TOpuT Mek pedpamu rpaneHbiMi’’). Mandelstam may have had in mind the
famous hotel Moscow adjacent to Red Square, completed in 1935, or a similar
architectural object. But the line just as likely alludes to the lit glass dial of a mid-1930s
receiver such as the 9n-4, which was framed by a curved metal plate (see figure 4.3)."**
Such a literal reading is further motivated by the image of the “choral case” [khorovoi
korob] in the last stanza, which also suggests the literal presence of such a large standalone

. 165
receiver (see figure 4.4).

1% Modeled after the American RCA Victor, both the 9n-4 and the 6n-1 were wooden case table-
top receivers with glass dials that went into production in January 1937 and were produced by the
Voronezh radio factory. Especially the 6n-1 was one of the first truly mass-distributed radio
receivers and would be remembered as one of the most iconic Soviet pre-war devices. See
http://oldradio.onego.ru/SETS/6n1.htm and http://oldradio.onego.ru/SETS/9n4.htm (accessed May
20, 2016).

195 The word korob, meaning “case” or “basket,” also resurfaces in the poem “Where Shall I Turn

This January?” (“Kuda mne det'sia v etom ianvare?”’), which was completed around the same time,
on February 1, 1937. Here, too, the term should be seen as related to the radio receiver: “A s 3a
HHUMH axaro, Kpu4ua / B kakoii-to MEp3iblii AepeBsSHHbINA KOopoO: / — UuTarens! copeTunka! Bpaya!

/ Ha nectHuiie kooueit pasrosopa 6!,” see PSSP, vol. 1, 221.
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Fig. 4.4

The poet derives a soothing consolation from these familiar sounds; its hypnotic, at
times even surreal degree of aural associativeness hints that the speaker is being lulled into
a dream state (recalling Mandelstam’s above-quoted Savelovo poem, which also associates
radio sound with a hypnagogic condition). This pacified mind starkly contrasts with the
overtly militaristic and threatening connotations of the “Internationale,” which the poem
paraphrases: “And clear words lead me into battle” (“/1 B 60oif MeHs BeIyT MOHSITHBIE
croBa”).'*® Some of the poem’s key words, however (such as the dominant oborona, or
“defense”) are not elements of the proletarian hymn, suggesting that Mandelstam’s reverie
also refers to political oratory by a military general, a political figure, or even Stalin

167
f.

himsel Indeed, a likely intertext are the speeches held at the Eighth Congress of

166 . N
Compare: “KunuT Hain pa3ym Bo3MylieHHbI / M B cMepTHBII 00ii BecTH rOTOB // DTO eCTh HaIl
nocienuuii / Y pemutenbHbIi 60H.”

17 For an exhaustive list of possible texts that Mandelstam may have had in mind, see Lekmanov,

“la k vorob'iam poidu.”
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Soviets, which took place from November 25 to December 5, 1936, a few weeks before
this poem was completed.'®®

But while Mandelstam appears to drowsily reiterate official state discourse, he
subjugates the Soviet political message to the aleatory logic of a poetics driven by sound.
Moreover, by refracting and transmuting the sounds of Soviet leaders and their ideology
through his private “sound self” Mandelstam lends the poem a subversive quality,
suggesting that the “invincible Kremlin words” [neoborimye kremlevskie slova] are, in
fact, not entirely unassailable. The text appropriates words and phrases from official Soviet
discourse, as well as the socialist hymn, and immerses them into a private poetic “echo
chamber.” It thus performs its own “jamming”—as the deliberate interference with radio
signals would be called in the Cold War era. The text’s resulting sonority aestheticizes the
Kremlin’s words about the Soviet defense system, while its zaum-like texture brackets
their political significance (the word “defense” [oborona] is a possible citation from one of
the broadcasts that inspired the poem; to underscore its importance, the text’s sonic
169

patterning relies heavily on it, with its entrancing use of bo, br, and related phonemes).

But the word is also a double entendre: the very invocation of Stalin’s words also serves as

198 A letter to Nikolai S. Tikhonov dated December 31, 1936 indicates that Mandelstam followed
the Congress via radio: “I heard your wonderful, courageous greeting to the congress on the radio”
(“‘st cIIBIIIa O paaro Ballle IMPeKpacHOe MY)KECTBEHHOE IPUBETCTBHE che3ay’’), in Polnoe
sobranie sochinenii, vol. 3, 544. The Congress famously resulted in the adoption of the Soviet
Constitution and was opened by a long speech by Stalin that was transmitted via radio, another
likely subtext of this poem, dated some weeks later. For the full text, see 1. V. Stalin, “O proekte
konstitutsii Soiuza SSR: Doklad na Chrezvychainom VIII Vsesoiuznom S”ezde Sovetov 25
noiabria,” in Sochineniia (Moscow: Pisatel', 1997), 117-147. Excerpts from speeches about the
constitution by Stalin and Kalinin can be heard at Staroe Radio: http://www.staroeradio.ru/.
Additionally, the Congress featured addresses by cultural workers, such as the actress Ekaterina
Korchagina-Aleksandrovskaia, whose speech is documented at Staroe Radio and worth listening to
against these poems from early 1937.

1% Stalin’s speech at the Congress contains the phrase “seno o6oponb! Hameii crpassr” as well as
two instances of the word oboronnyi (“defensive”), see Stalin, 143.
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a “defense” for the reprobate poet, an uneasy cover—vzvolnovannaia bron'—behind which
he cautiously dared to keep writing even in 1937.

If we return now to the 1933 poem “The apartment is quiet as paper,” we may be
struck by the contrast to these later poems, especially “Headphones, my little headphones”
and “My sleep keeps me sleepy, here on the Don.” Whereas the former posits radio’s
“stream of fear” and the apartment’s paper-thin walls as antithetical to poetic inspiration, in
the Voronezh verse the lush range of Soviet sounds has become a key impetus for
Mandelstam’s continued lyric output. In a sense, these poems lend a deeper meaning to the
poet Seamus Heaney’s encapsulation of Mandelstam’s aesthetic priorities: “Mandelstam
had no immediate social aim. Utterance itself was self-justifying and creative, like nature.
[...] He was the vessel of language. His responsibility was to sound rather than to the state,

7% In the Voronezh exile, radio had not only

to phonetics rather than to five-year plans.
become a source of linguistic fascination like the Soviet newspapers he read with alacrity,
as Oleg Lekmanov persuasively shows.'”' As a source of sounded language, radio
complemented Mandelstam’s reception-based understanding of the poet as a vessel for
language; he incorporated words based on their phonetic suitability to continue shaping the
Russian language, transforming words in ways that resist their political significance.

Indeed, we would be remiss to discount the socio-political role these Soviet

soundbytes play in Mandelstam’s poems. Scholars remain divided on the question of

170 Seamus Heaney, “The Interesting Case of Nero, Chekhov’s Cognac and a Knocker,” in The
Government of the Tongue: Selected Prose, 1978-1987 (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
1988), xix.

"' ev Gorodetskii also notes that Mandelstam was unusually fixated on the information as well as

the language of the daily papers. “MangenbiiTaM, BooOIIe, OPHEHTUPOBAH, HACTPOCH Ha
abcopOupoBaHKEe HOBOCTEH O MPOUCXOIAIIEM BOKPYT HETO, MyCTh MPEMapupOBaHHBIX LIEH3YPOil.”
Lev Gorodetskii, Kvantovye smysly Osipa Mandel'shtama: semantika vzryva i apparat
inoiazychnykh interferentsii (Moscow: Targum, 2012), 141.
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Mandelstam’s stance toward Soviet politics in his final years: some see his “Stanzas”
(“Stansy”) and “Verses about the Unknown Soldier” (“Stikhi o neizvestnom soldate,” both
1937) as paying lip service to the regime, while others claim that these poems aspire to the
ideal of “civic poetry” [grazhdanskaia lirika], the Russian term for civic-minded, socially
conscious verse.'’> Even the latter term is ambiguous: for Emma Gershtein, it applies to
the defiant verse of 193334, including the “Stalin Epigram,” which she reads as a
deliberate political act. By contrast, Mikhail Gasparov highlights the civic theme in
Mandelstam’s final works, such as the “Ode to Stalin,” and calls them “poems about the
acceptance of Soviet reality,” guided by a genuine desire to embrace Soviet reality and
state rhetoric, despite the improbability of a belated rehabilitation.'”* Certainly, writing
poems as imaginary radio transmissions, endowed with the figure of resonant sound and
orality, was a way for the poet to bridge the distance between himself and an imagined
listenership, as well as a strategy for continuing to project some relevance to Soviet
society. Yet the tenor of poems such as “My sleep keeps me sleepy, here on the Don” is
hardly one of reconciliation and acceptance. As I have tried to suggest, these poems, with
their insubordinate speech acts toward the Kremlin and the subversive potential of their
sound “montages,” which fuse the private and the public in a deliriously sonorous idiom,
are a sui generis expression of creative resilience.

Approached through the idea of the “sound self,” the Voronezh poems also
show that, even during the height of Stalin’s terror, sound media were not an

exhaustively streamlined tool of the authoritarian regime. Mandelstam’s treatment of

172 ee, for instance, E. G. Gershtein, “O grazhdanskoi poezii Mandel'shtama,” in Zhizn'i
tvorchestvo O. E. Mandel'shtama, 346-355.

' M. L. Gasparov, O. Mandel'shtam: Grazhdanskaia lirika 1937 goda (Moscow: Rossiiskii
gosudarstvennyi universitet, 1996), 18.
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radio evocatively confirms Joe Milutis’ maxim that “even though radio is omnipresent,
the radiophonic eludes psychic as well as institutional organization.”’* As a space for
fantasies of communion and exchange, radio transmissions affected even those who
had been excluded from the Soviet narrative; it held consoling and even redemptive
connotations unintended by the regime’s ideologues. The media theorist Douglas Kahn
confirms this idea of sound as a relational quality, noting that sound is ill-suited for
conforming to the direct linearity of a power relationship. Having no autonomy, he
argues, sound as vibration and transmission is “always relational, being somewhere or
something else, a constant deflection that ultimately stretches out to spiritually

175 .
”*"2 Brandon LaBelle’s evocative

organize everything from essence to cosmos.
reflections on the instability of sound make a similar point, suggesting that it “carries
information that is inherently temporal and evanescent—it can only communicate by
always already disappearing into the environment. It thus supplies communication with
a vital medium—to truly hear the world and each other—while unsettling signification
with instability—to listen is also to confront the voluptuous richness of ambiguity.”'’®
The notion of a shared sonic space inhabited at once by the fantasies of

modernist writers and the emissions of oppressive regimes promises to be an important
adjustment for future approaches to authoritarian audio propaganda. The nuanced and

all-encompassing communication medium of sound conveyed far more information

than party-approved communiqués and propaganda materials; what was intended as a

' Joe Milutis, “Radiophonic Ontologies and the Avantgarde,” in Radio: Critical Concepts in

Media and Cultural Studies, ed. A. Crisell (New York: Routledge, 2008), 422.

' Douglas Kahn, Wireless Imagination: Sound, Radio and the Avant-Garde (Cambridge, Mass:

MIT Press, 1992), 15.

176 LaBelle, Acoustic Territories, 200.
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political tool also accidentally captures all the world’s richness. The montage-based
experimental radio formats of the 1920s and early 1930s highlighted the
epistemological problems associated with sound; the technological reality of early
broadcasting—competing and unstable frequencies, inevitable distortions, static, and
outages—further heightened the anarchic qualities of the modern soundscape. All this,
coupled with the early realization that radio sound was always fleeting and ahistorical,
hindered the transmission of a straight party line and explains the increasing regulation

of radio broadcasts toward the late 1930s.'”’

The liberating ambiguity of the
soundscape, however, may also explain why radio remained a source of solace to
Mandelstam and others in his situation. By focusing on these redemptive and uplifting
qualities, Mandelstam’s late poetry figured the subject as an auditory self, a concept
that, according to Steven Conner, “provides a way of positing and beginning to
experience a subjectivity organized around the principles of openness, responsiveness
and acknowledgement of the world rather than violent alienation from it.”'"®

During the Great Terror of the 1930s, then, broadcast denoted a zone of separation,
rather than inclusion in a common project, for exiled writers such as Mandelstam. Yet
Soviet radio also was a considerable influence on Mandelstam’s enduring sense of a Soviet
identity, his contemporary relevance, and his poetic duty to the Russian language. The

discourse of radio sound is evident in his many images of vibration and transmission; in his

increasing emphasis on communication and spontaneous live speech; and in the

"7 By the mid-1930s, both German and Soviet commentators publicly disparaged what Nazi

ideologue and media theoretician Richard Kolb called “racket pieces” (Radaustiicke)—programs
availing themselves of a range of sound effects and a montage approach—for which they
substituted prerecorded pieces, preferably narrated by a single male dictor.

178 Connor, “The Modern Auditory 1,” 219.
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alliterative, sibilant-heavy graininess of the “Voronezh Poems” itself. As I have attempted
to show, this “radio aesthetics” also motivates an imaginary dialog with Soviet power that
is, at times, strikingly defiant and provocative. But Mandelstam’s attentiveness to radio
also implies his faith not only in the future of his country, but in reaching a future audience
if not through written texts, then through oral and electro-acoustic transmissions. This
relationship between “radioactive” sound and memory lends an element of resilient hope to

these verse, written during Mandelstam’s darkest years.
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Conclusion

This study has uncovered ways in which literary “radio aesthetics” offered new
poetic devices to three Soviet writers of the interwar period, allowing them to appropriate
the communicative connotations, vivid immediacy, and sonic affect of wireless speech.
Radio’s utopian promise and its very sounds inspired Velimir Khlebnikov, Vladimir
Mayakovsky, and Osip Mandelstam to divest literary language of the qualities of finitude,
linearity, and silence often associated with the text as a visual medium. These writers not
only dwell on radio’s larger cultural significance, but incorporate electronically transmitted
sound into their texts through numerous devices and strategies. In Khlebnikov, we can
detect radio’s influence in his theory of the zaum, or beyonsense, word, whose semi-
telepathic immediacy reflects his exposure to early news broadcasts. The aurality of his
final poems, as we have seen, can likewise be traced to this concern with wireless speech
and the ways it does justice to both beauty and truth. Mayakovsky not only took pains to
represent himself as the (radio)voice of the Revolution; his transition from an earlier avant-
garde poetics to a much clearer idiom relates to his radio-inspired denigration of printed
texts in favor of the sounded and instantaneously intelligible word.

With its ancient origins in spontaneous oral and musical transmissions, poetry is
particularly suited to an analysis in the context of radio and related sound media.' The
tendency of poetic texts to foreground numerous devices that stress language’s sonic
form—assonance, alliteration, paranomasia, and rhyme, to mention but a few—is one of

the reasons this dissertation has focused largely on poetic texts, rather than the novel and

' Marjorie Perloff reminds us that “the coupling of words and musical accompaniment has been a
hallmark of lyric from ancient times,” in The Sound of Poetry, The Poetry of Sound, 5.

233



other prose genres. Moreover, we can approach radio in terms of a paradox central to what
Roman Jakobson termed the “poetic function”: the fact that lyric poetry draws on our
everyday utilitarian language, while transfiguring it in ways that undermine its referential
function. Soviet broadcasting, while developed with the aim of conveying information—
and to extend the reach of the printed news—reveals a similar tension between sense and
sound: it immediately began to privilege an “autotelic” sonic richness and emotional depth
that did not always aid its stated goals. It also reminded writers, to invoke German radio
theorist Rudolf Arnheim’s incisive depiction of radio sound, that “the pure sound in the
word is the mother-earth from which the spoken word of art must never break loose, even
when it disappears into the far heights of word-meaning.”* And in their various ways, the
authors I have analyzed all applied this insight to their written texts, too.

Needless to say, my reading of these poetic texts via a history of Soviet radio and
the soundscape of the 1920s and 1930s has not merely aimed for a fuller and more accurate
description of their aural particulars. Rather, by uncovering the stimuli behind certain sonic
patterns—such as early ROSTA reports in Khlebnikov’s verse about the Volga famine;
Lenin’s radio decrees in Mayakovsky’s May Day chants; and popular musical montages in
Mandelstam’s Voronezh poems—I have also tried to reveal a broader tendency in Russian
modernist poetics: namely to privilege metonymy and sonic “citations” over metaphor and
other forms of figurative language, with their implications of greater subjectivity.

At times, this attempt to bring sonic reality into the poetic text leads to a suspension
of its “literariness” and suggests new ways of understanding such writers’ socio-political

commitment to the world beyond the text. Khlebnikov’s cacophonous “encyclopedias,”

% Arnheim, Radio, 28.
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Mandelstam’s Voronezh poems, whose sonic fabric is deliriously entwined with Moscow
broadcasts, and Mayakovsky’s rousing and hypnotizing agitprop all break with the lyric’s
tendency toward an individual, solitary, and silent reception. They imply that poetry as
sound can speak for a community in unheard of ways, and that poetry demands a collective
reception for proper effect. Mayakovsky’s lyrics do so by introducing an ambiguity into
the scripted text that calls for being read out loud, while Mandelstam’s lyrics of the mid-
1930s, ostensibly hermetic and solipsistic mumblings, demand to be juxtaposed to the
clamorous Soviet soundscape to show their close affinity with the contemporary world.
Indeed, many of our established binaries for understanding the poet figure are
challenged by the new aurality I have traced: individual versus collective, the solitary
disgraced or dissident poet versus the tribune of the masses, and the independent versus the
court poet. To a large extent, these differences are anchored in a visual worldview that
confirms boundaries and hierarchies, and that is challenged by the forms of “auditory”
subjectivity that I have traced. Radio also reinforced divisions of the private and the public,
the official and the unofficial: Mandelstam was painfully aware of the division between
writers allowed to speak on radio and those forced to listen mutely; and the rising
“volume” of Khlebnikov’s last works also parallels his frustrated efforts to find a
publisher. Yet my sound-based readings reveal a degree of involvement in public concerns
rarely stressed by scholarship on Khlebnikov and Mandelstam. Conversely, the radio
aesthetics of Mayakovsky’s poems brings into focus qualities that limit his suitability to
being a proletarian bard—despite his commitment to the Revolution—such as an
individualistic stress on the particular merits of his own voice. As a literary motif and a set

of devices, aurality therefore cuts across these established binaries and complicates
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accepted readings of these poets. Furthermore, it has become clear that our historical,
political, and technological accounts of Soviet radio do not suffice; we must also listen—
figuratively and literally—to how writers themselves explain and “implement” these new
technologies.’

I have bracketed for future iterations of this work an important set of questions
about the relationship between sound, time, and commemoration. The “rejection” of the
print medium by these writers also implies that their posthumous memory would depend
not only on hermeneutic readings of their texts, but on their enduring sonic efficacy.
Khlebnikov was interested in broader historical patterns, which he approached through a
theory of eternal recurrence that ascribed corresponding and harmonizing (radio)
frequencies to major events or leaders. For Mayakovsky and Mandelstam, the connection
between (radio) sound, memory, and individual survival was more personally pressing. As
I suggest in Chapter 2, Mayakovsky’s emphasis on the necessity of reciting his own texts,
and his futuristic insistence on a poetics of the “now,” was ultimately successful:
posthumous accounts by his contemporaries treat these texts not as conduits to the author’s
mind, but as connoting the latter’s absence through their sonic deficiency. Finally, the
endurance of the spoken, sounded word, which reverberates through the universe like a
physical sound wave, is a key feature of Mandelstam’s Voronezh verse. It is particularly
evident in one of Mandelstam’s last poems, “Perhaps this is the point of madness”

(“Mozhet byt', eto tochka bezumiia,” 1937), a conceit for dispersal and convergence that

? Lisa Gitelman’s excellent study on the phonograph and typewriter in the late nineteenth-century
drives home this point, suggesting that the “underlying sense that technology is enmeshed with
textuality, that machines are discursively and physically constructed, is a view garnering
surprisingly little direct attention.” Gitelman, Scripts, Grooves, and Writing Machines:
Representing Technology in the Edison Era (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1999), 8.
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equally concerns light and sound, vision and the spoken word.* Mandelstam’s idealistic
orientation toward the word’s future as sound entails a shift from the paradigm of
inscription, still dominant in his earlier poems, toward the figure of dispersed and received
sound waves.

Of course, concern with radio as a cultural trope and an impulse for stylistic
innovation is by no means limited to the writers I have analyzed. As Mayakovsky’s praise
of the roving, international radio voice suggests, the medium also revised poetic
representations of presence and absence, East and West, Communist and Capitalist
territory. Particularly fertile ground for a study of this phenomenon is the work of Russian
émigré writers such as Vladislav Khodasevich and Boris Poplavsky; in their poems, radio
and other sound media resonate as figures of their continuing engagement with an
inaccessible motherland. In Soviet Russia, the work of Andrei Platonov and Boris Pilniak,
for instance, prominently reflect on radio’s role and significance. For these two writers, the
urgency of wireless lies less in its sonic particulars, than in the experience of virtuality and
the notion of distantly shared thoughts and experiences. The work of the OBERIU, as well
as other successors to zaum, likewise merits a closer analysis in light of these writers’
affinity for wireless sounds. And, while radio’s novelty and utopian appeal was most
clearly sensed in the two interwar decades, its literary significance extends to Soviet
chroniclers of World War II, such as Lev Kassil, to poets writing during the Siege of
Leningrad, as well as into the postwar period. When sound began to pervasively tug at the
iron curtain in the mid-1950s, via the activities of American-funded stations such as Radio

Free Europe, foreign sounds were reflected, for instance, in the texts of Soviet unofficial

* Mandel'stam, PSSP, vol. 1, 235.
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poets.5

Not least, nearly a century after its invention, and despite its swift displacement by
television and, eventually, the internet, the radio voice lives on even in contemporary
Russian culture. Perhaps because today’s media have largely lost their participatory
immediacy and communal mystique—similar to how print media were seen in the early
1900s—the medium once again prompts nostalgic reflections and emotional reactions.’
Although the contemporary media landscape is transforming more rapidly than ever
before, its various formats, whether voice-, image-, or text-based, are bundled by the
internet in ways predicted by the media theorist Friedrich Kittler: ubiquitous glass-fiber
cables have leveled the differences between heterogeneous signals and made them
technologically interchangeable. Moreover, today’s media have largely lost their event-
structure: whereas early radio broadcasts were happenings that sharply counteracted the
isolated reception of silent printed texts, print, radio, film, and live broadcasts alike are

now consumed independently—we ourselves choose when and how.” While live

> To give but one example, Margo Shohl Rosen has shown that the jazz rhythms of Willis
Conover’s famous night-time musical broadcasts influenced Thaw-era Leningrad poets. See The
Independent Turn in Soviet-Era Russian Poetry: How Dmitry Bobyshev, Joseph Brodsky, Anatoly
Naiman and Evgeny Rein Became the ‘Avvakumites’ of Leningrad (PhD diss., Columbia
University, 2011).

% The Russian filmmaker Aleksandr Sokurov has also expressed an enduring affinity for the
medium: “This is true art, sincere, ascetic. I am still astonished that those distant voices affected
my soul, the soul of a normal schoolboy from a typical family, where nobody had any particular
affinity for culture” (“O1o HacTosIIee UCKYCCTBO, UCKPEHHEE, aCKETUYHOE. S 10 CHX 1mop
YIUBIISIOCH, TIOYEMY 3TH JAJIEKUE Trojoca JeHCTBOBAIM Ha MOIO YLy, ALy OOBIYHOTO
HIKOJIBHUKA U3 0OBIYHON CEMBH, TJIe K KyJIbType HUKTO HUKaKOT'0 OTHOILEHHS He uMel,” in
Aleksandr Sokurov, “Chto so mnoi proiskhodit, proiskhodit zasluzhenno,” Novoe vremia 3 (2006):
34-35. Sokurov’s 2009 film We Read the Book of the Blockade (Chitaem blokadnuiu knigu)
commemorates radio’s role in the Siege of Leningrad and is set entirely in a St. Petersburg radio
station.

” This development was aptly summarized by Norbert Bolz, who notes that “the era of broadcast in
its classical sense is long gone, namely that the idea that a central station offers a single program to
all recipients at the same time.” Bolz, “1953 — Auch eine Gnade der spaten Geburt,” in
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broadcasts and talk radio continue to demand a considerable audience, radio’s original
mystique has largely disappeared. As I write this conclusion, analog radio signals are
quickly going extinct in favor of digital radio, forever silencing the many short-, medium-,
and long-wave receivers still in existence.®

Several newer texts—to say nothing of a plethora of contemporary sound artists
working on “radio after radio””—capture how resiliently radio is associated not with
political power or information genres, but with the kind of sonic enchantment I have
traced, as well as its complication of linguistic meaning and epistemology as such. The
poet Igor' Pomerantsev, who worked for Radio Free Europe in the 1980s, extols radio’s
utopian qualities in his epitaph to analog radio, “The Age of Radio” (“Vek radio,” 1998):
“The language of radio is more plastic, richer, and orotund than any other language. It can
be used to express our melancholy at dawn, the chill of aging, the ‘damp charm of life’.”"
Whereas Pomerantsev praises radio’s emotionally affective nature and its range of oblique
overtones, the philosopher Boris Paramonov goes further, championing wireless speech as

a non-referential discourse that does not correspond to any visual order, but is self-

sufficient and hyper-real:

Mediengenerationen (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1997), 61.

¥ For a good overview of this phenomenon, see Ian Burrell, “Tuning out: Analogue radio to
disappear by 2018,” The Independent, October 24, 2013, http://www.independent.co.uk/news/
uk/home-news/tuning-out-analogue-radio-to-disappear-by-2018-8859731.html (accessed August 2,
2016).

® I will limit myself to mentioning the work on “re-enchanting” radio by media scholar and radio
artist Anna Friz, which also occasionally criticizes radio utopias and their fascination with sound
for their tendency to disregard inherent political implications. See, for instance, Anna Friz, “The
Radio of the Future Redux: Rethinking Transmission Through Experiments in Radio Art” (PhD
diss., York University, 2011).

0« dapik paauo mIacTU4HeH, boraue, MOJIHO3BYYHEH M1000r0 sA3bIKa. Ha A3bIKe paguno MOXKHO
BBIPA3UTh IPEIPACCBETHYIO TOCKY, 310KOCTh CTapeHHUsI, ‘CHIPYIO IIpenecTs Mupa.’ [...] Bot kakoit
MCTOYHUK MH(OPMAIIMHU Y BaC BCET/A MO/ PYKOM: HICTOYHUK XKHUBOTPEICUTYIIHH, TyIbCHUPYIOIINH,
yromsiroinuid.” Igor' Pomerantsev, “Vek radio,” in News (Kiev: Fakt, 1998), 64-65.
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Radio is not the proverbial “window to the world,” but the world itself. But some
other kind of world, the authentic one, if you will. The expression “thing in itself”
has been begging to be used. In this case, what matters is the conversation about it,
any conversation, round and round; the world is nothing but a conversation. Words?
Yes, but also something else: sound. Even more: sound doesn’t add to the word
(heresy: the former is self-sufficient even outside linguistic systems), but presents
something else: itself. Any radio conversation, radio sound is, in its idea, zaum."!
Paramonov’s thoughts recapitulate pertinent issues raised by the writers I have analyzed,
such as Mayakovsky’s association of instantaneous sound signals with greater truthfulness
or Khlebnikov’s understanding of zaum’s sonic efficacy (his invocation of zaum stands as
yet another recent allusion to “Radio of the Future”).

Attempts to reclaim radio’s intimacy and its somatic affect, while highlighting the
ways it both augments and interferes with communication, are also found in contemporary
poetry. I will close with the “Radio-Poem” (“Radio-Stikh,” 2004) by Sergei Biriukov, a
scholar and theorist of sound poetry, as well as today’s closest poetic successor to the zaum
tradition:

Buaumanue!

Ilepenaem paguo-cTux — U —
¢bblou — Bay — Kp4

K-p-p-p Pp-p-p-K

BETEPOK BEET

fiir wenig

BPT-TBP-PBT

O1p-T-Ap6-11

lirik krank

KIIMHI'-KJIaHT

" “Panno — He MPECIOBYTOE “OKHO B MUP,” HO caM MHp, IPUYEM KaKOU-TO IPYTOil; €Cliu yrOAHO —
TOJUTMHHBIN. J[aBHO MPOCUTCSI Ha SA3BIK BhIpaKeHHUE “Belllb B cebe.” Ho Benib B cebe 1o
OTIpe/ICTICHUIO HeCKa3yeMa. 3HAUUT, BAXKEH CaMblil pa3roBoOp O Hel, pa3roBop BooOIIe, BOKPYT U
OKOJIO, MHP — 3TO H ecTh pazroBop. Ciosa? [la, HO u emie HeuTo — 3BYK. Jlake OoibIiie: 3ByK HE
MpHUOABISIET K CIOBY (€peCh: TAKOBOE CAMOJOCTATOYHO U BHE CUCTEMBI A3BIKA), HO UTO-TO APYTOE

SIBJISICT: caMmoro ce0s. Besikuii paguopasroBop, paauo3Byk, B uaee, — 3aymb.” Boris Paramonov,
“Radio,” Zvezda 12 (2014): 226-229.
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AAIRRDRRRRRNAAIARDRNDINS
TO ecTh 11

TO €CTh XCH-
puKe

TO ecTh 11

TO €CTh MU

T
JUTII-ATII-ITII
MEIJICHHBIH TOBOPOT

perynsTopa rpOMKOCTH

OCTOPOIKHOC yraCcaHue

12
3ByKa

[Attention! // We are transmitting a radio-poem — and — / fyooch — vahtch — krch /

k-r-r-r-r-r-r-k / a little wind blows / fiir wenig // vrt-tvr-rvt / bdr-t-drb-d / lirik krank

// kling-klang / shhhhhhh / that is, Sh / that is, hen- / rike / that is, Sh / that is mi / dt

/I dtsh-dtsh-dtsh / a slow turn / of the volume control / the careful fading-out / of

sound]
This is a striking evocation of a garbled poetic message, a text that treats the poetic act as a
radiophonic emission caught between switching on and off the receiver. In his playful
proximity to their work, Biriukov reveals the radio subtext implicit in the zaum of
Kruchenykh, Khlebnikov, and Tufanov, who similarly de- and reconstruct words
phonetically, exploring the nexus between concept, sound image, and pure noise. Like
Mayakovsky’s texts it demands to be declaimed to appreciate its uncannily accurate
mimicking of broadcast static. And not unlike Mandelstam’s lyrics, it captures the very
cusp of articulation and rethinks inspiration through a radio metaphor. Thus, even today,
after nearly a century of radio-inspired verse, we continue to attend to the radio voice, with

its mystifying otherworldliness, its hyper-reality, and its ability to reveal more about our

oldest forms of communication: the written and the spoken word.

12 Sergei Biriukov, “Radio-Stikh,” in Poesis = Poezis = Poesis (Moscow: Tsentr sovremennoi
literatury, 2009), 44.
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