ПРЕДВРЕМЕННАЯ ЗЕРКАЛЬНОСТЬ:

TOWARDS AN INTERPRETATION

OF KHLEBNIKOV’S “VREMYSHI-KAMYSHI”
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“The best guide to Xlebnikov is Xlebnikov himself”: with these words Ronald Vroon begins his extensive study of the poet’s neologisms (Vroon: 1). Every work by Khlebnikov constitutes a fragment of his poetic universe and must be interpreted within the context of his oeuvre.

Khlebnikov’s pre-19l0 writings may be considered as forming a subset within his oeuvre. The early work is characterized by brevity, radical neologism, transformed symbolist images and devices, and primitivism. In the following pages I have set down some thoughts and observations leading towards an interpretation of one of the early poems, locating it within the poetic universe created by the young writer. The poem, composed in l908, reads:

1.		Времыши-камыши

2.			На озера береге

3.		Где каменья временем,

4.		Где время каменьем.

5.			На берега озере

6.		Времыши, камыши,

7.			На озера береге

8.		Священно шумящие (Tv: 44)1.

Although the mythopoetic lake is a quintessentially symbolist image, the associations surrounding Khlebnikov’s lake transcend the limits of symbolism. The key to this poem lies not in Bal’mont’s “Ka�myshi”, to which it is compared and contrasted by W. G. West�steijn2, nor in the “mysliashchii trostnik” of Tiutchev and Pascal, but rather in several works by Khlebnikov written during the same period (1907–8).

The idyllic scene described at the beginning of the prose work “Iskushenie greshnika” (1907) includes what seems to be the same lake: “... было озеро, где вместо камня было время, а вместо камышей шумели времыши” (SPP: 83). The mythopoetic lake also appears in the short story “Pesn’ miriazia” (1907), which begins: “У омера мирючие берега” (SP, 4: 9)3. The coinage “omero” here suggests that the lake is a dead lake (cf.: Pertsova: 271). Yet, though static, the lake is full of potential life; in the words of Nikolai Kul’bin: “Смерть — покой жизни, а не отсутствие ее” (Kul’bin: 15)4. This idea was shared by many young artists and writers in the capital during those years.

In both of these short works, a panpipe is made, and the playing of the pipe brings a world into being. In “Pesn’ miriazia”: “юноша <...> срезал грустняк и, вырезав дудочку, называл ее мирель, себя же первомирельщиком” (SP, 4: 9). In “Iskushenie greshnika”, the piper is a young woman. Until she plays the pipe, time permeates everything, from the “vremataia izbushka” to the “vre�miakliuvaia tsaplia”. But the nature of time is transformed by the act of playing, and the halcyon idyll is shattered.

The cutting of the reed and the making and playing of the pipe may be viewed as a first step away from nature towards culture, which is inseparable from human reason. Indeed, in the early poem “Vremenel’” (?1907) the primordial piper is closely linked to reason:

Умночий вещих пущ

Свирелью время назвал <…> (SP, 2: 261).

As V. P. Grigor’ev points out, the coinage “umnochii” is modeled on “rabochii”. As the “rabochii” is one who submits himself to “rabota”, the “umnochii” dedicates himself to “umnota”, a coinage appearing in “Pesn’ miriazia”, along with the evil “umnochii”. Grigor’ev supports his explanation with a citation from the poet’s unpublished manuscripts, where Khlebnikov defines words ending in “-ochii” as “delaiushchii, povinuias’ ote” (Grigor’ev: 73, 140)5. Other associations evoked by the coinage include “umnozhit’” and “moguchii”. It thus appears that in the poet’s eyes reason and the transmutation of time are linked. The new world brings both good and evil: “joyous secrets” are concealed after the transmutation of time, and the peaceful “tishina” is superseded by an obstinate “molchanie” and “nemota”. As “Pesn’ miriazia” concludes:

Скакотствует плясавица вокруг весенного цветка.

Но немотсвуют люди (SP, 4: 18).

These motifs recur in other early poems as well.

The magical pipe in the paradisaical garden is a mythical image, borrowed perhaps from Slavic or Greek mythology. It is possible that the poet took note of Afanas’ev’s comments on the mythical pipe in his well-known volumes on Slavic mythology, with which Khlebnikov is known to have been familiar. In Slavic myths, all of nature is obedient to the piper and, in Afanas’ev’s words: “последует за ним хоть на край света” (Afanas’ev, 1: 292). Similar tales surround the myth of Orpheus, which was treated poetically at the turn of the century by, most notably, Viacheslav Ivanov and Valerii Briusov. In Khlebnikov’s early poetry, the piper’s power over nature is evident in still another poem dated 1908:

И я свирел в свою свирель,

И мир хотел в свою хотель.

Мне послушные свивались звезды в плавный кружеток.

Я свирел в свою свирель, выполняя мира рок (Tv: 41).

In this poem, which echoes Lermontov’s “Prorok”6, the lyrical ‘I’ is the piper. On one level, the reed pipe may be interpreted as representing poetry, a traditional symbol dating back to antiquity and appearing frequently in classical Russian poetry. Through the poetic word the poet-prophet discovers and creates worlds as the mythological piper creates magical music obeyed by nature. Yet here the lyrical ‘I’ is more than a poet or even a prophet: he may be considered a deity.

An understanding of “Vremyshi-kamyshi” may be reached only against this mythological and literary background, which includes similar works composed by Khlebnikov at about the same time. The scene described in the verse may be interpreted as the mythopoetic world before the playing of the pipe. It appears to be a static, spherical world, bursting with potential. Time, which has not yet become linear, or, more precisely, undulatory, sleeps within the stone. The reeds represent the as-yet-unrealized musical sound of the pipe. The wind, manifested as sound (the rustling reeds), may be viewed as the potential breath which will give birth to waves of time in waves of sound. The sound of the wind in the reeds also suggests an impending storm, a possible allusion to Perun. Afanas’ev notes that in most lndo-European mythologies, musical instruments are discovered by deities ruling over winds and storms (Afanas’ev, 2: 324). The importance of the sound of the wind in the poem is evidenced by earlier variants of the poem, in which the phrases “zvonko shumiashchie” and “shumno zybiashchie” have been crossed out, and the word “zvonkoshumchiki” appears beneath the words “Vremy<shi>-kamy<shi>” (RGALI. F. 527. O. l. Ed. Khr. 60. List 102).

Khlebnikov himself suggests that stone embodies trapped or dormant forces. In a later article (1915), he lists the word “kamen’” alongside “zakovannyi” and “pokoi” in support of his hypothesis that the letter ‘k’ designates the conversion of forces of motion into forces of cohesion (“переход сил движения в силы сцепления”; NP: 207). This definition is realized artistically in the short story “Ka” (1916), in which the living Ka becomes a stone for a time�(Tv: 528). Another reference to a “living white stone”, in which a thinker peacefully reposes, is made in the prose work “Ia opiat’ shel po zheltym dorozhkam ...” (?1915–l 916; SP, 4: 71).

The concept of dormant power in nature is central also to the article by Kul’bin mentioned above. It is in stone that power sleeps most deeply:

В спящей природе крепче всего спит камень. В камне — наибольшая плотность; стремление к единению, притяжение, сродство наиболее насыщено (Kul’bin: 16).

The stone in Khlebnikov’s poem may also bear a relation to the mythical alatyr’-kamen’, about which it is said: “... под тем камнем сокрыта сила могучая, и силы конца нет” (Afanas’ev, 2: 142). The mythical stone is said to be frequented by Lada, pagan goddess of spring, spring storms, love, and motherhood, and her Christian “substitute” Mary, the Mother of God, as well as by Perun. This association is supported not merely by the adverb “sviashchenno” in the last line of the poem, but also by a reference to a lakeside stone in the related “Pesn’ miriazia”. Like the alatyr’-kamen’, the stone in Khlebnikov’s myth is qualified by the epithet “white”, and it is visited by the daughter of the wood. That she is a goddess is suggested by the phrase “belyi lik”, with its connotations of holiness, to describe her face, and the phrase “miratyi vzor”, which describes her gaze (SP, 4: 10).

Kul’bin further states in his article: “Чем крепче спит жизнь, тем больше в ней симметрии” (Kul’bin: 15). Khlebnikov’s maximally static poem, whose only verbal form is the deverbal adjective “shumiashchie”, could serve as a model illustrating this thought. Not only does the poem exhibit a high degree of symmetry on all le�vels; in effect, its images and structure may be viewed as spherical.

First, the very image of the lake in itself breaks down the opposition of high-low, or sky-earth, as it is in the nature of a lake to reflect the sky. The opposition right-left is eliminated as well in lines 2 and 5 through the phrases “na ozera berege” and “na berega ozere”, in which both words and sense are mirrored. As the right-left opposition is presumably eliminated around the entire circumference of the lake, the image may be considered spherical.

The poem — or, more precisely, its first six lines — is structurally spherical as well. The work breaks up naturally into a symmetrical sestet beginning and ending with the words, “Vremyshi-kamyshi” (hyphenated in the first line; separated by a comma in the sixth), plus the concluding couplet. Lines 1 and 6, 2 and 5, and 3 and 4 may be paired, with the pivotal point dividing the central metaphor.

Even the metaphor is symmetrical. Most metaphors compare something specific to something generally known — for example, an individual’s eyes to fire. Such metaphors are unidirectional, asymmetrical (see: Forceville 1995). In the time-stone metaphor, the vehicle and the tenor are equally general, equally abstract, and hence reversible (even before they are actually reversed). This is true of the poem’s other two metaphors as well: the time-reeds metaphor captured in the coinage “vremyshi”, and the stone-reeds metaphor suggested by repetition of the sound string “kam” (“kamen’” — “kamyshi”).

The time-stone metaphor is especially peculiar in the context of Khlebnikov’s oeuvre, because the poet felt that time and weight are mutually exclusive. In “Ka”, propounding the author’s own theories, a scientist from the future reasons:

... время поглощает силы веса, и не исчезает ли вес там, где время? <...> время и вес — два разных поглощения одной и той же силы (Tv: 525).

It is only in this mythical world of potential, where oppositions do not exist, that these two manifestations of the same force may coexist.

On the level of rhythm, lines 1 through 3 and 4 through 6 approach symmetry. Lines 1 and 6, both anapests with no clausula, exhibit a rising rhythmical tendency; lines 2 and 5, both amphibrachs with a monosyllabic clausula, exhibit a falling rhythmical tendency. In lines 3 and 4, the ternary meter is disrupted, but the rhythmical impulse of the individual words is mirrored. In contrast to the first seven lines, the last line exhibits a perfectly wave-like rhythm, hinting at the sound to be emitted by the future pipe and foreshadowing the imminent transmutation of time into waves.

The significance of the final line is underlined by the simple fact that it introduces new words, sounds, and parts of speech. The spherical structure is breached, allowing for the possibility of a new beginning. Yet the final line is nevertheless still integrally linked to the rest of the poem in several ways. First, it contains a phonological mirror: “shum” is a reversal of the string “mysh” in the words “vremyshi” and “kamyshi”. The identical consonants are separated by deep vowel sounds, which contrast with the predominant a/e variations in the rest of the poem7. “Shumiashchie” also alliteratively echoes “sviashchenno”, and hence the rustling of the reeds. Although it is not named until the end of the poem, the “shum” is present, in effect, throughout the entire eight lines: 49 out of 59, or 83 %, of the poem’s consonants are voiced. With its fricatives and nasals, the rhythmically regular closing line reads as smoothly as wind in reeds or ripples in water. Moreover, it contains all of the letters of “vremia” in order, with the notable absence of the aggressive and disruptive ‘r’. This may leave the listener with the sense that time in this mythopoetic world is as yet a harmless force.

All of these observations on the poem’s images and structure may be interesting in themselves, but they do not help us to understand the poem unless we can explain how its formal elements are semantized. The key here may lie in Khlebnikov’s assignment of meanings to phonemes and his conception of time8. In Khlebnikov’s linguistic system, the first sound of the word is most important. The first sound of “vremia” is defined by the poet as a circle with a point in the center (Tv: 622) or, alternatively, as “volnovoe dvizhenie, vrashchenie” — here the word “vremia” is listed as an example (NP: 207). In “Vremyshi-kamyshi”, time appears in its primeval manifestation, which relates to the former definition; it is static and spherical. It is only upon its release as waves of sound that it becomes dynamic and cyclical, as in the latter definition.

The sound ‘v’ is also associated in Khlebnikov’s system with destructive forces, such as “voina” and “vrag”. This association is applicable to “vremia” after the playing of the pipe, when it becomes a destructive force, which must be harnessed and controlled. The sounds ‘r’, ‘m’, and ‘k’, among the letters to which Khlebnikov devoted the most study, are all similarly associated with destruction. As these sounds together account for almost one-third of the consonants that make up “Vremyshi-kamyshi”, it may be inferred that the potential lying dormant in the mythopoetical scene is a destructive potential9. This interpretation is supported by the fact that the transmutation of time in the two prose works cited above has terrible consequences. It seems that the only way to regain some of the lost peace of the mythical world before the release of time and reason is to transcend reason — that is, to go beyond reason10.

NOTES

1	I have numbered the lines to make it easier for the reader to follow the ensuing analysis.

2	Weststeijn demonstrates that the underlying motivation for alliteration in the two poems is essentially different (p. 85).

3	As this colleсtion contains many misprints and errors, I will cite it only if it is the sole collection in which a work appears.

4	Kul’bin’s article was first published in 1910 in the miscellany Studiia lmpressionistov, which also included Khlebnikov’s “Zakliatie smekhom”. Kul’bin, an artist and sponsor of the avant-garde, met Khleb�nikov probably in late 1908. See: Markov: 9.

5	N. Pertsova accepts Grigor’ev’s interpretation, to which she makes exclusive reference in her dictionary of Khlebnikov’s neologisms.

6	I have in mind, in particular, the following stanza:

Завет предвечного храня,

Мне тварь покорна там земная;

И звезды слушают меня,

Лучами радостно играя (Лермонтов, 1: 111).

7	It is curious that the unrealized phonological reflections of other words in the poem constitute key words in Khlebnikov’s pre-1910 writings: the first syllable of “vremyshi” contains a mirrored “mir”; the first syllable of “vremia”, “mer” (cf. the coinage “omera” and other references to death; measurement is also an important concept in Khlebnikov’s universe); the second syllable of “ozera”, “rez” (the reeds will soon be cut); and the second syllable of “kamen’em” and “vremenem”, “nem” (muteness seems to be one of the consequences of the playing of the pipe).

8	Although Khlebnikov’s thoughts on the meanings of individual phonemes were not published until several years after the poem under discussion, early manuscripts evidence that he began to assign meanings to sounds very early in his career (before 1910). See, for instance: Kiktev: 22.

9	The letter ‘n’, on the other hand, which occurs eight times, is associated with the absence of points and motion, and hence, conceivably, with the static nature of the scene.

10	I am grateful to Natalia Baschmakoff and Henryk Baran for their comments on earlier drafts of this article, and to Natalia Pertsova for showing me a copy of the manuscript cited herein and deciphering Khlebnikov’s handwriting.
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