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Abstract

Russian feminist poetry has flourished in the post-Soviet period, especially the
last decade. It has provided inspiring modes of resistance to all forms of indiffer-
ence to bodily harms, particularly the harms to women. That poetry is studied here
through the lens of feminist theory. The essay argues that a wide range of such
theories finds resonance in these poems, and it introduces several key poets:
Galina Rymbu, Oksana Vasiakina, Lida Yusupova, Elena Fanailova, and Mariia
Stepanova, with a coda on Konstantin Shavlovskii.

Keywords: feminist poetry, political poetry, feminist theory, poetry and anger,
body, Galina Rymbu, Oksana Vasiakina, Lida Yusupova, Elena Fanailova, Mariia
Stepanova, Konstantin Shavlovskii.

When Masha Gessen reported on the demonstrations and arrests in Russia during
the summer of 2019 for The New Yorker, she concluded that the number of
arrests would increase “as long as the current regime exists.” She added that
prison sentences would grow longer, enforcement more brutal. Her conclusion is
devastating: “This is how freedom shrinks: once the vector has been established,
there are no turning points, only the movement of the relentless, freedom-eating
machine.”! Gessen’s prediction still has the ring of truth, and the implications
extend far beyond Russia.> But one has to wonder whether she is right about
there being no turning points, or whether there are not new ways to resist the

! Compare Gessen (2019).
2 Compare Gessen (2020), about the US under Donald Trump.
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46 Stephanie Sandler

“freedom-eating machine.” In the year that has elapsed since those comments (this
essay was completed in 2020), the COVID-19 pandemic has produced a vast
health crisis and an equally serious economic crisis worldwide, and it has been used
by some authoritarian regimes to tighten their rule (Hong Kong being the prime but
not the only example). Nonetheless, the world has also seen the rise of an enormous
protest movement, inspired by the Black Lives Matter movement in the United
States. The social changes associated with #MeToo continue as well. Amid the
pandemic, and despite clampdowns, resistance has persisted and grown, and
some small sparks of political optimism glimmer forth.

Those sparks are vividly seen in Russia’s poetry, particularly in poems by
women and poems about women’s bodies. Poets are pushing at all possible
bounds of propriety, ethical norms, and professional loyalty, most especially in
political poetry. They have broken a long silence about the way women’s bodies
are derided and harmed. As elsewhere, the #MeToo movement has made its
mark in Russia, with a rise in dramatic conflict in the community of contempo-
rary poets, some of it shockingly aggressive, all of it surely painful to its partici-
pants, male and female alike. Some of the most striking poetic texts that have
emerged in this moment are poems meant to liberate their readers — poems meant
to create freedom rather than to lament its lack. Even as those poems recount awful
physical assaults and torturous emotions, their very existence promises a world
where such pain, if not ended, will at least not be suffered in silence. Their rhetor-
ical performances are doing what Svetlana Boym would have called cocreating
the practice of freedom.? The co-creators are their readers as well as a community
of poets who have risen to defend one another, when needed. This cocreation is
ongoing as of the moment when this essay is being written, and what follows
accounts for only the beginning of the kind of turning point that may yet throw a
real wrench into the freedom-eating machine Masha Gessen named.

These poems are well illuminated by a range of feminist theories, and I would
argue that they show the enduring legacy of feminist thought and remind us that
feminism comes in many forms and makes a range of arguments, some of them
in conflict with one another. The key poets are Galina Rymbu, Oksana Vasiakina,
and Lida Yusupova;* their work has been inspired by Elena Fanailova, among
others. At the end of this essay, I comment on Fanailova’s significance and her
current work, as well as that of Mariia Stepanova. At the conclusion, I return to
some of the premises with which the essay began, to consider the poetry of Kon-

3 Boym (2010).

* Throughout this essay, including for proper names, I have used the modified Library of
Congress system, which would render the last of these names as Iusupova. But in corre-
spondence with me, the poet has insisted that her name be spelled Yusupova in English, and
so I defer here to her preference. That spelling has also been used for translations of her work
into English, some listed below. For bibliographic references to the Russian texts, however, |
retain the properly transliterated name, Iusupova.
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stantin Shavlovskii. I start with Galina Rymbu, whose poetry has reclaimed a radi-
cal political voice in exemplary ways.’

Galina Rymbu

Galina Rymbu (b. 1990) has published five books of poems in Russian in the last
five years. She has emerged as one of the most significant contemporary poets writ-
ing in Russian. Politics, as both theory and activism, saturates her work, although
as interrogation or investigation, rather than as argument. For more than a decade,
she led workshops on feminist theory and facilitated other women’s publications
in Moscow and Petersburg; she now lives in Lviv in Ukraine. In 2019, she began
writing reports on gender and violence for the Free Russia Foundation, and in
her byline, she identified herself as investigator, poetess, feminist, and philoso-
pher.® She marked all of these terms as feminine in gender («nosmecca», «ge-
munucmkay, and «gurocogunsny). Rymbu uses these new terms to associate
herself with the upsurge in feminist activism in Russia in the 2010s.” Strikingly,
she also uses an old word, poetessa, which has had associations with bad taste
and cultural inferiority for speakers of Russian.® But Rymbu boldly rejects the
term’s embarrassment by attaching it to her merciless, detailed investigative
reporting about acts of violence against women.

Rymbu has backed away from attempts to read her poetry as agitational work or
as following a party line.” But she is very clear on the political elements of what
she is doing, and has elucidated the abstract questions that motivate her work as a
poet:

A MOTY Ha3BaTb CBOC IMUCBMO NOJUTUYCCKUM, IMTOTOMY YTO, SABJIASACH q)eMI/IHI/ICT-

KOH M JIEBOM, HIIly B CBOMX CTHXaX OTBETHI HA CIIOKHBIE BOIPOCHI, KOTOPHIE BOJI-
HYIOT MEHS C JIETCTBA: «II0YEMY Y OJIHUX €CThb BCE, a y APYTUX HUUET0?», «I104EMY

5> My selection of poets to treat closely has necessarily excluded excellent poets whose work
has also advanced feminist poetry in Russian, including Anna Al’chuk and Marina Temkina
to name only two well-known examples, but there are also younger poets doing remarkable
work. A bilingual anthology appearing imminently will give a fuller picture of this work:
“F Letter: New Russian Femininist Poetry,” selected and introduced by Galina Rymbu
(2020a). And a remarkable and brilliantly accessible online project created by Mariia Boby-
leva appeared as [ was finishing this essay. It makes, a wide range of feminist poetry available
in Russian, with well-chosen contextualizing quotations and multiple points of navigation.
See «[loaTrka heMUHH3IMAY.

% On the website Syg.ma, the phrasing is slightly different but with similar feminine endings:
«ToaTecca, TMTepaTypHast KpUTHKEcca, KypaTopka, GriocoGuHs».

" Dnmreitn (2018).

8 Svetlana Boym observed that poetess is “poet plus a feminine suffix, an excess, a mark of
‘bad taste,” a sign of cultural inferiority,” and that it is “embarrassingly gendered.” See Boym
(1991: 192).

? «Murepsbioy conducted by Iopanuk (2016: 25).
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JIOT HEHABUST IPYT Apyra?», «BO3MOXKEH T MUP 0€3 HACHIIUS U BOWH?», «4TO
Takoe cB000/1a?», «KaK ObITh BMECTE M YTO TAKOE YYBCTBO OOIIETO, COIMAAPHOCTH?Y,
«KaK JIBUTAThCS BIIEpe] W BoOOpakaTh Jydllee Oyayliee, HECMOTps Ha O0ib U
CTpaJaHus?y, «II0UYEeMy Halle MBIIUICHHE TaK KaTaCTPOPUYIHO M MOKHO JU 00-
KUThCS B Katactpode?» u T.71.1°

I call my writing political because, as a feminist and leftist, I seek answers to

complex questions in my poems, questions that have disturbed me since child-

hood: “why are there haves and have-nots?”’; “why do people hate each other?”;

“is a world without violence and wars possible?”; “what is freedom?”’; “how to be

together, as one, and what is the feeling of shared solidarity?”’; “how to move for-

ward and imagine a better future, in spite of pain and suffering?”’; “why is our

thinking so catastrophic, and is it possible to live as if accustomed to catastro-

phe?” etc.!!
As those questions illustrate, Rymbu’s work is animated by a set of political
concerns that are not practical (what political system or which laws improve
lives) but rather philosophical. Rhetorically, she reaches toward philosophy in
her poetry, and one of her models, perhaps surprisingly, is Arkadii Drago-
moshchenko.!? Terms like («Marepus», «hopMma», «BpPeMs», «OPraHU3ALMA,
«3HaKk» (“matter,” “form,” “time,” “organization,” “sign”) are mixed into poetic
lines about a grimy street, a light-dappled field, a body speckled with wounds or
mud. Blood, fire, excrement, and sweat are as likely to appear in her lines as tex-
tiles, plant life, or as those terms which function as telling signs of the lyric pro-
ject — voice, vision, screen, space, sound. The texture of her poetry is roughened,
and her most distinctive poetic device is repetition, used as a rhythmic device to
unify her long texts. A line can stop all action by its repetition of a single short
word, as in a line like «cmepth, cmepTh, cMepTh» (“‘death, death, death”) or
«OI'OHb OI'OHb OI'OHb» (“FIRE, FIRE, FIRE”) — the latter in caps, no
less.!® Writing against forms of decay or what she would call in one cycle, “de-

10" Cited from Rymbu’s commentary to her poem «CTHXu ¢ HOBBIMH croBaMu» (PeIMOYy
2020a).

' Here and subsequently, all unattributed translations are by the author.

12 Rymbu paid tribute to Dragomoshchenko in co-founding the Dragomoshchenko Prize in
St. Petersburg; she is deep in conversation with him in such poems as «[...] mpomu
nojyMpak rjae kummt yepemrHs» (“[...] we’re past the half-darkness where cherry blossoms
seethe”; PeimOy 2014b: 142-143).

13 In the poem «f1 mepexoxy Ha crantmio TpyOHas n Buxy» (“I transfer to Trubnaia station
and see”, PeiMOy 2014a: 54-61). In the repeating word for fire («orons»), Rymbu is likely in
conversation with Aleksandr Skidan’s poem «leaupuym» (“Delirium”), which also uses the
repeating word as a refrain. His surrealistic, nightmarish mental wanderings and expansive
form in that poem show how his work, like that of Dragomoshchenko, was an important
model for Rymbu. She also follows Skidan in taking Dragomoshchenko’s work more in an
erotic, personal direction. That move on Skidan’s part is noted by II’ia Kukulin (Kyxymua
2019: 307). For Skidan’s “Delirium” in both English and Russian, see Skidan (2008: 4-17). In
Rymbu’s work, longer phrases can repeat as well, like the first line of «Bcro xu3ub
MOAHUMAJICS 10 3TOM JlecTHUIe» heard three times (PeiMOy 2014b: 54).
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cline” («Knaura ynagka», 2019), Rymbu exfoliates the stages of ruin that corrode
landscapes, bodies, buildings, concepts, creating a poetic equivalent of the mor-
ally compromised beauty of the hulking whale carcass in Andrei Zviagintsev’s
film «JleBnadan» (“Leviathan,” 2014).

The poetic subjectivity of Rymbu’s work aligns her with a deeply feminist
project, even when her subject matter appears to be unmarked by gender.'* It
shuttles back and forth between individuality and community, between “I”’ and
“we.” 1> Her version of the new social poetry, to use a term that has gained some
currency in the last decade, has its roots in feminism, where the personal is ever
and insistently the political.'!® When Jacques Ranciére writes, at the start if “The

4 Rymbu’s feminism was on particularly vivid display in a set of poems she shared on
Facebook as this essay was being completed: «Mos Baruna» (“My Vagina”) and «Bemnukas
pycckas nuteparypay» (“Great Russian Literature™); both poems were also uploaded to Google
docs by the Meraxxypran channel of Telegram. The poems set off waves of controversy, as
well as a flood of poems in support, on Facebook. See for example: Upuna Korosa, « —
yctanma» (July 4, 2020); Alla Gorbunova, «CTuxoTBOpeHHE, KOTOpOE s OBl HaMMcaia O CBOEM
yjeHe, eciu Obl Obu1a Myx4uHo» (July 7, 2020), and Exarepuna Cumonosa, «Jleto. Cpema»
(July 9, 2020). Rymbu’s original poem was written in support of Iuliia Tsvetkova, an LGBT
activist in Komsomolsk-on-Amur under house arrest and charged with pornography. On the
Tsvetkova case, see Anna Malpas (2020).

5 Rymbu is in a sense retheorizing the philosophical contrast between sameness and
difference, and, like Alain Badiou, is coming down on the side of sameness. See for example
his lectures in “I Know There Are So Many of You” (2018). Also pertinent is Badiou’s
masterwork “Being and Event” (2005: esp. parts 1-2, 23-122). Rymbu sends up Badiou in
«Cexc-Ilyctoinsy, [lepensmknoe mpocTpancTBo nepesopota (2014a: 51), in part: «MepTBbIi
Xy# Topuauuii u3 Bcei puiocopun / Anen bagpro eOymuii Teopuu, mudpsel»; that line is
translated as “the dead cock that protrudes from every philosophy / Alain Badiou fucking
theories, numbers” in Rymbu (2016c¢). As has been noted by Dmitrii Kuz’min, Rymbu is very
deliberate in her use of obscenity, often marking a turning point in a poem — in this case, a
turn against pure philosophy, which she derides as useless («m1s yero HyxeH Thl, eciii 6 MOT
Tl cacTu Hac» / “what are you good for, if you could only save us”; PeimOy 2014b: 102),
this despite the way in which her own poems dive deeply into philosophical problems. See
Kyspmun (2014: viii). That dynamic positionality can read, in terms of genre, as an alternation
between epic and lyric, which is surely one reason why Aleksandr Skidan began his essay on
politics and poetics with reference to the Igor Tale (Aleksandr Skidan, «Ilonmutnueckoe /
[Toatraeckoe», Cxkuman 2013a: 286-294). Skidan’s point in the essay is also to push open the
boundaries around political poetry well beyond the topically political, thus his central
example after the Igor Tale is a 1918 poem by a poet whose work avoided political topics,
Vladislav Khodasevich, «2-ro HosiOpsi»; for the poem, see Xonacesuu (1989: 110-112).

16 Others have located Rymbu’s poetic subject between the deeply person and the insistently
public. See, for example, lan Vygovskii’s comments in «Ot3eBbl» (2016: 30). To better
understand the term “new social poetics,” one can study the series of poems that began to appear
under that rubric at the start of most issues of Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie in 2009; the poems
were selected by Aleksandr Skidan, who joined the editorial board as if 2009. For a study of one
of the leading practitioners of new social poetics, Kirill Medvedev, see Bozovic (2014: 89-118).
For an attack on the concept and practice of new social poetics, see XKutenes (2013).
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Flesh of Words,” that it takes a “new form of political experience to emancipate
the lyrical subject from the old poetic-political framework,”!” he presses us to
ask about the experiences that have emancipated Rymbu. We might be tempted
to simply recapitulate her biography, beginning with a childhood of economic
desperation in Siberia. The poems bear datelines that trace her movements from
Omsk and Ust-Ishim to Moscow, Petersburg, and Lviv. And the poems build on
her experiences of student uprisings, feminist movement, and motherhood.

The biography, however, is but the skeletal framework on which the complex
scaffolding of the poetry is built. Particularly striking is Rymbu’s ability to keep
multiple emotions and affects in play in her long poems. She creates a fine bal-
ance between the constraints and injuries of daily life on one hand, and the
refusal to be undone by those harms on the other. A sense of free movement
across geographical space persists, as does a rejection of limiting categories like
poet or activist or mother or lover or — and this cannot be left out — victim.'® The
poems reflect Rymbu’s constant shape-shifting identities. The thickening of im-
age and diction gives the poems a distinctive signature.

Many of Rymbu’s poems are dense with figuration that changes across the
length of the text.!” Her move toward longer form lets her create a great deal of
space for the reader to wander through. Her poetic subjects are themselves in
motion. As Ranciere puts it, with regard to Wordsworth, it is “a way of seeing
while on the move.”?® And it is a way of seeing and moving, I would add, that
lets expansive oxygen fill the lungs, that airs out language itself.

17 Ranciére (2004: 10).

18 For Rymbu, the lyric subject is constituted by the mind-boggling combination of these
freedoms with the refusal to let go of the imprint of all the limitations; it is such an
emancipated lyrical subject that Ranciére had in mind.

19 Readers with no Russian can grasp a fuller sense of her range through the translations
published by Joan Brooks. See, for example, the chapbook “White Bread” (2016), and the
poems in Asymptote (Spring, 2016); The White Review (January, 2016); and Music &
Literature (02/01/2016). A bilingual volume has appeared: Rymbu: “Life in Space” (2020b).
For the Russian texts, two of her books, «I[lepensuxnoe npocTpancTBo nepeBoporay (2014a)
and «Kusnp B npoctpancte» (2018), are the place to start. See also the issue of Vozdukh
where she is the featured poet: Bozayx (2016: 5-35), including poems, an interview, and
responses from other poets.

20 Ranciére (2004: 17). For Ranciére, Wordsworth “experiences nature as the territory of
walking” (ibid., 16), but for Rymbu, it is largely urban space that the poet traverses. It is
worth noting that Ranciére goes on to compare Wordsworth to Mandelstam, commenting
astutely on the constricted airways and airless rooms of the late poetry (ibid. 26-40). For a
continuation of Ranciére’s work, see John Mackay’s superb book “Inscription and Modernity:
From Wordsworth to Mandelstam™ (2006).
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Transformations are at the heart of Rymbu’s poems.?! Persons are inspected in
public when they are in transit, like the man from Nefteyugansk who is arriving at
the Omsk railroad station.?? Or like the two oil and gas workers, riding in a train
car described as a container of blood.?* Or the guy in the metro who mutters that
this isn’t war.?* Or like the speaker herself, constantly changing subway lines or
moving between cities as she watches students themselves on the march.?
Concepts as well as persons can be in motion, like the moving space of revolu-
tion that gives her poem and her book of poetry its title.?® A holiday is deemed
a “dialectical motion” that “does not permit resolution”; it “unfolds in reality”
as a form of failure, and behind that concept is a figure of indeterminate gender
moving between two windows and refusing to accept the established principles
of magnitude, space, and time.

Those phrases come from the start of Rymbu’s poem «IIpa3zgauk» (“Holi-
day”), a poem of some three pages. Those phrases can be heard in the passages
below, from the poem’s beginning. It gives a sense of the diction:

Ppa3BEPHYTOE B JEUCTBUTEIBHOCTH AUATIEKTHYECKOE JBUKCHUE

HE IPUHOCHUT pa3pelieHus1, 3TO — Heycrnex (OH 3HaM 3TO).

MOTOMY YTO 3a 3TUM BCETJla €CTh Ta (TOT), KTO MEUETCS MEXKY JIByX OKOH,
HC NpUHUMAA YCTAHOBJICHHBIX BCIIMYWH, IPOCTPAHCTBA U BPCMCHHU.

U TIOTOMY, YTO €IIE 3d 9MUM €CTh 00OHO OKHO, OOHO 3HAYEHUE

%k

1o33us npruodperaet (opmy, UCIIBLITHIBAs OTBpAIIEHUE K hopMme,
yCTaHaBIUBask KOPUAOPHI HACWIINA, IPUKPBIBAsL ABEPb,

OCTaBJISIS 3aKPHITYI0 KOMHATY 3HAKa JUTUTHCS BIITyOb

%

U TIPOAYKTHI BUCSIT B CMyTHOM BPEMEHH 1100 0OHOU YeHe
*

W TOJIOC
HeceT cels caMm.
*

OH TOBOPHT: Thl CYMTACIIIb, YTO OHU )KUBYT B KJIACCOBOM T'€TTO, HO HE
MOJKEIb TO 000CHOBATE, HIIH SA3LIK. A3BIK CKAXKET: HO 5 He UCKAN me0s,
umobwl 0asame 3HaYeHUe.

2I' As Anna Glazova put it, “The motion of speech, its flow, is experienced by the author as a
material form of motion.” Anna I'mazoBa «lcren 3a cuimy», in PermOy (2018: 6). For a
different approach to the topic of self-transformation in Rymbu’s work, specifically in the
book «KpoBs XKuotHbix» and in terms of the use of photography in that book, see Uamor
(2019: 210-221).

22 PriMby (2018: 121).

23 PriM6y (2015).

24 PriM6y (2016a: 13-14). «DT0 He BOiiHA’ — CKa3ala B METPO OMH MOIOPHTHII HapeHby.
25 PriMOy (2014a: 54-61).

26 Or the man in a Che Guevara t-shirt pacing in a jail cell. See the title poem in
«IlepenBmxHOE TPOCTPAHCTBO TIepeBopoTay (ibid., 34).
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*

TENO BEPTUTCA B yMe, HAKPYUHBAACh HA TPa3JHHUK.>’

a dialectical motion unfolds in reality

cannot resolve itself, this is failure (he knew that).

because beyond it someone (she or he) races back and forth between two windows,
refusing established principles of measurement, space, and time.

and because still further beyond this is one window, one meaning

*

poetry acquires a form as it experiences revulsion against form,
establishing the corridors of violence, carefully shutting the door,
closing off the room, its sign to last longer, deeper

*

and foodstuffs hang there in a time of troubles all at the same price
*

and a voice
emphatically carries itself
*

he says: you think they live in a class ghetto, but you

can’t ground that in anything, find a language for it. language says: but I wasn’t
looking for you / in order to provide a meaning.

*

the body rotates in the mind, winding around a holiday.

The title, «IIpazaaux» (“Holiday™), is initially perplexing. Later in the poem it is
mentioned twice, called a “holiday without a sign.” But it is a holiday that alle-
gorizes art itself. One is reminded of the last lines in the film “Andrei Rublev,”
as Andrei comforts the sobbing boy who has miraculously cast the bell, «kakoi
npasaHuK s Hapoga» (“what a holiday you have created for the people™).?® Tar-
kovsky’s film also models Rymbu’s juxtaposition of the story of one individual
with a story of masses of people, people who are subjected to the violence, the
suffering, and, in the final scene, the celebrations that move through history like
the moving space of revolution.

The final lines of her poem show us a group on a holiday picnic, and here all
the abstractions of the poem are brought together and rearranged. In these lines,
we again hear a mix of abstract language with the objects of everyday life — buck-
ets, apples, drinking — and a repeated lowering of stylistic level, in a picnic on a
site where oil is to be pumped. Here is the ending:

27 PriMby (2018: 73).

28 As if authorizing this mental backward glance at film, the poem includes a section about
film, specifically about someone adjusting the coloration on hundreds of hours of film. It
reads as an ironic reference to both the length of Tarkovsky’s film and its controversial switch
to color just after the bell-casting scene, when the film lingers in close-up over the richly
colored surfaces of Rublev’s icons.
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paboTa mo33un CTAaHOBHUTCSA BCe Oojiee OTIIMYMMa, KaK TPY/I, Kak CMEIIeHUE
dbopM Tpyaa, mpoucxosiiee 6e3 MPeBOCXOACTBA. MHE CHUTCS, YTO MBI
HUKOT/a HE Y3HAeM: YTO TaKO€ — NUCbMO OOCmynHoe 6cem?

*

JIeTaJIH MIPOU3BOAATCS. PSAAOM C JACTAISIMU JIEXKAT. PYKU B3JIETAIOT BBEPX U
BHU3, BHE 3aBUCUMOCTH OT HaIllel TIO3UIINU OTHOCUTEIHHO UX JBHKCHHA.
3eMJISI TTO-TTPEKHEMY B3PBITA. JOCTYI K IIAXTEPaM 3aKPBIT. TJIe TBOU
HaJI0OHBIE (POHAPH SA3BIKA, YTOOBI OCBETHTD ATY ThbMY HAIlPAaBICHHOCTHIO?
HO JIOO HaMpsDKEH U 03 CBeTa, MOoKa IPYTyI0 BCIICHUBAET ThMY

PAIOM C OONTIUBBIM

*

HaXOJSICh B «MCTOPUM», IOTPYXkaelllb PYKH B OCTPOE BEIPO

YbU IMO pyKu?

110 MpTeiny misIByT B3AbIMaeMbI€ BOAOW OTPOMHBIE KYCKH THHBI
VY CTh-UIIUMCKUI YETI0BEK JEPKUT JKEJI€30 IPOIIOro Ha3HAYCHUS
Ha Oepery

%

KOT/1a KpOBb CTAaHET MAaTOBOM, a MaTKa BOJIIIEOHOM, U 3€MJISl CTAaHET BCS U3
IUTOJIOB — OBOILEH 1 (PYKTOB, BMEP3LINX B 3€MIIIO,

U MBI OyZieM cobupathb uX, 4T00ObI OTHECTH HA HE(TAHYIO BBIIIKY,

IJle BMECTO OTKauMBAaHUS HE(YTH HAIIH JPY3bsI UTPAIOT MY3bIKY H UTO-TO
IBIOT, 51 Pa3peXy IUIOJBI, @ U3 HUX MOCHIILUTIOTCS CEMEHA 3HAYCHUS

BO MHOJKECTBE, IIPEIJIOKY MOJIPYTe ChECTh MX, & OHA CKAXKET: «ThI UTO,
XOYeIIb O0MIETh MEHA?»

HET, BOT JpyTHe s0I0KO0 U mepel, 6e3 ceMsH, BO3bMH>’

the work of poetry is becoming more and more discernible as labor, as a mix
of labor forms, derived without supremacy. I dream that we

will never know: what is writing accessible to all?

%

details are being produced. lying next to other details. hands fly up and

down, independent of our position relative to their motions. the earth is dug up, as
before. access to miners is closed off. where are your language headlamps to di-
rect a light on this darkness?

but the forehead is furrowed even without light, until it foams a different darkness
/ near a chattering

%

located in “history,” hands dive deep into the sharp bucket

whose hands are these?

huge on chunks of mire float down the Irtysh on stirred up water //

the man from Ust-Ishimsk is holding a piece of iron left over from some by-gone
function

on the shore

%

when blood loses its shine and the womb is made magic, and earth

2 Prim6y (2018: 75-76).

1ZfK 6 (2022). 45-83. DOI: 10.25353/ubtr-izfk-11ad-b44b



54 Stephanie Sandler

shall be

entirely its fruits — vegetables and fruit, frozen into the earth,

and we will gather them and carry them to the oil derrick,

where instead of pumping oil our friends are playing music and drinking

something or other, I will cut the fruit and sprinkle their seeds of meaning

in great number, I’ll offer some to my friend to eat and she’ll say, ‘what do you mean,

are you trying to insult me?’

no, here’s some apple, peppers, no seeds, take some.
The lowering of style is literalized by references by what is beneath, to the earth,
to mines or to the layers where oil could be pumped (not unlike Tarkovsky’s
typical camera movement, in fact, down to the ground). And the labor of making
poetry, as the poet puts it, is the labor to make poetry into a form of writing that
1S «docmynnoe eécem» (“accessible to all”). The italics mark the phrase as bor-
rowed from an ideology Rymbu might support but one whose principles she
interrogates. How to make a poetry “accessible to all” but preserve its sense of
mystery and allusion?

Rymbu is keen to lower a different barrier, one which emerges in the prior sen-
tence: a poetry derived without supremacy where the rejection of «mpeBocxoacTBO»
(“supremacy”) is a rejection of social hierarchies (as in white supremacy, mas-
culine supremacy). She rejects the idea that the poet stands supreme, epitomized
perhaps in a canonical poem like Pushkin’s monument poem.*® Rymbu’s revision
comes in the final lines of this poem, where the pillar is replaced by an oil derrick,
and the poetic speaker shares foodstuffs whose seeds she hopes to sow.

Even that gesture proves too high-minded, though, and she humbles herself fur-
ther, offering seedless foods — something unlike the taboo pomegranate seeds eaten
by Persephone — as if in apology. Rymbu, who can harshly criticize assumptions
about women’s diminished social status, and who has written about women’s sexu-
ality with exuberance and frankness, also refuses to leave aside the social roles and
myths associating women with food, nourishment, and motherhood.?! Here she
makes good on that refusal, cutting up fruit into variations on the theme of poetry in
the making. She cedes nothing, though, to the power of men. There is no bargain
here with the male gods of Hades or anywhere else.

One other image in this final set of lines requires comment: the blood with its
oddly matte finish. Blood turns up in Rymbu’s poems more than any other mate-
rial substance, reminding us of the embodied presence of all the persons and

30« mamaTHUK cebe Bo3ABUT HepyKOTBOPHEI» (“I have raised myself a monument made not
by hands,” 1836; ITymkun 1977: 340). There, the poet aligns himself with a Horatian tradition
and towers over the peoples he describes even as he hopes they will remember him as
merciful.

31 Among other pertinent poems, see «B Moem suuHMKe )uBeT uynosuie» and «CheiHY», in
PemoOy (2018: 120, 122). In the former poem, I have in mind the line where the son turns a cell
phone flashlight on the mother’s belly; in the latter, the remarkably apt sketch of late-night life
in an apartment where a child sleeps and life makes its evening sounds outside the window.
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beings, their fragility and their insistent clinging to life.?*> This blood, of animals
and of battle wounds, is spilled blood, a marker of the transgressive nature of
our violent world. Rymbu depicts a world in which the blood — «uepnas Tyxnas
kpoBb» (“black, putrid blood™) — is brought into obscene view.** She splatters
that blood across her poems as a challenge to all readers to create a world in
which wounds might be healed.?*

Oksana Vasiakina

Oksana Vasiakina (b. 1989), was student with Rymbu at the Gorky Institute, and
she said Rymbu showed her how her poems could have an emancipatory force.*
From her first book, «Kenckas mpo3za» (“Women’s Prose,” 2016), she allied
herself with the cause of women’s poetry, saying that her intended readers were
women.*® She drew broader attention in 2018 with a staggering poem on the
website Colta under the heading «/IBa ctuxorBopenus o Hacummm» (“Two Poems
about Violence”).*” It begins:

YTO s 3Har0 O HAaCUJINU

32 The significance of blood in Rymbu’s work has been nicely summed up by Eugene Osta-
shevsky, who wrote: “Even one’s body is conceived as historical — and consequently fluid —
in essence. It is not an object existing in the river of historical time but rather it itself is
streamed through and formed by history. For there is no border between my body and the
multiple processes of historical change, which are enacted through me, who am at once the
mouth and the word of their polyglot glossolalia. If ‘revolution’ is history projecting itself
into the future, ‘my’ revolution is history immanent in me as desire and anticipation. It is why
the blood that comes out of the body is red.” Eugene Ostashevsky (2016), introducing “Three
Poems by Galina Rymbu.”

33 The phrase is «3To KpoBb, KpOBb, U&pHas TyxXJas KpoBb» from the poem «fI mepexoxy Ha
crannuio TpyOHas u Biwxky». (PeiMOy 2014a: 55). One is reminded of the exclamation by Ivan
Turgenev’s Holy Fool Kasian, who is repelled by the hunter’s casual shooting of wild birds.
Blood, he says, is meant to be hidden from the light.

3% Whether there is more hope than despair in Rymbu’s work is an open question, all the more
so as she is a prolific writer, and still developing and exploring new themes and modes of
poetry. Themes of domestic and sexual violence are increasingly informing her poetry. On
July 8, 2019, she put up a poem on her Facebook page that recounts her own history as an
abused child, entitled «JIyun», adding that it was her work on domestic violence that elicited
that poem from her, she was sure. A fragment of that poem was published in FOmus
[Tonmmy6roBa (2019).

35 In an interview for Svoboda News with Dmitrii Volchek (2017a).
36 See «Moii untatens» (2017: 254).

37 «JIBa Texcra o Hacunum» (2017b). Elsewhere Vasiakina explained that she wrote this poem
during a panic attack while riding on the Moscow metro. (It is thus another example of poetry
created on the move, and also something like the post-traumatic poetry created by Rymbu.)
See her comments in the interview «B Moeill yromuu cekca HET, €CTh Kakas-TO Apyras
om3ocTh» (2019c¢).
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Korja MHe ObuT0 13 JeT MeHsI U3HACHIIOBAJI TTOJIOHOK 110 UMEHU APTEM

TETKUH COKUTEIIb HAa MOMX TJ1a3aX BBIBOJIOK €€ Ha JICCTHUYHYIO KJIETKY U MpPbITal
Ha ee rojioBe B OOTHHKAaX MOKa Ta He MOTepsIa CO3HAHNE

COXKHTEINTb MOCH MaTepu M30MBaJI ee KaXKAbIi Mecsll OHa XOAWIa Ha paboTy ¢
CHHSIKAaMH

¥ KaK/IbIe TIOJIT0/[a XOANIa K CTOMATOJIOTy YTOOBI

TOT HAPACTHJI el epeaHU 3y0 BBIOUTHII MOMM OTIIOM.

what I know about violence

when [ was 13 a creep named Artyom raped me

right in front of me my aunt’s partner dragged her out onto the staircase and

jumped on her head in his boots until she lost consciousness

my mother’s partner beat her every month she went to work bruised

and every six months she went to the dentist to have her front tooth inserted my

father had knocked it out.
Colta made an exception to its policy of not publishing poetry on this occasion,
and the publication became the venue for a further discussion of sexual violence
within the poetry community.*® Poems and poets were taking their place as exem-
plary moment of Russia’s freest and perhaps riskiest forms of speech. Vasiakina’s
poem became a signal moment in Russia’s nascent #MeToo movement, which in
Russian is «IHeborocsCkaszate» (“I am not afraid to speak™).> Her poem helped
bring post-traumatic discourse more out into the open.*® Her own acts of speaking
freely have drawn further attention to her, not all of it positive.*!

38 The other poet featured here is Konstantin Shavlovskii (b. 1983), who was better known as
a film curator, producer, and critic and a founder of the Petersburg bookstore Poriadok Slov.
His poem is discussed below. Shortly after the appearance of these two poems, Shavlovskii
also published an account of rape by one contemporary poet of another several years earlier
(IIaBmoBckmit 2018). Recriminations exploded especially on Facebook, and involved
Russia’s most prestigious literary award, the Andrei Bely Prize, as well as a highly influential
new prize for younger poets, the Dragomoshchenko Prize.

3% Begun as a social media flash mob in 2016 and inspired by the equivalent hashtag in
Ukrainian, the movement led to some legal reform in Ukraine. But in Russia, official scorn
for victims of domestic violence has been slower to abate. There were widespread protests in
2019 against murder charges leveled against three sisters, Krestina, Andzhelina, and Mariia
Khatchaturian, who killed their father after years of sexual and physical abuse. See Walker
(2016); Macansuesa (2019). In January, 2020, the murder charges were dropped. See “Russia
to Drop Murder Charges Against Sisters Who Killed Abusive Father, Lawyers Say.”

40 The emergence of a discourse of trauma in the 2010s has been well studied by Il’ia
Kukulin, for example, «AHren uctopuu U conpoBoxaaromue ero aumna: O MOKOJICHUECKUX U
“BHENOKOJIEHUeCKUX~ (opMax COIMAIbHON KOHCONMUIAIMK B COBPEMEHHOM PYCCKOW JTUTepa-
Type», in Kykymua (2019: 479-501, esp. 494-498 (on poets) and Kukulin (2017: 341-368 (on
fiction, memoirs, and film)).

41 Dmitrii Kuz’min, who first published Vasiakina, heard an unwarranted attack on his
professionalism coming from Vasiakina and Vera Polozkova in this interview: «Bot Tyt MeHs
BO3HEHaBU/IEIM mo-HacTosmemMy» (2019). For his response, see Ky3smun (2019).
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Two elements of Vasiakina’s ways of writing are distinctive about her own
work, and in turn revealing about the current moment. One has to do with sex,
the other with anger. Russian poetry has a long legacy of prudery, and while
there are ample predecessors for Vasiakina’s erotic writings from the post-
Soviet period, her calmness and sense of acceptance remain unusual (the closest
comparison in terms of intonation is the work of Elena Fanailova). Vasiakina
writes poems of great tenderness, and while some poems take up varied gender
positions, the structure of lesbian desire is felt throughout. ** There are few pre-
decessors in Russian poetry for lesbian love lyrics, and uneasy attitudes if not
internalized homophobia persisted even during the Silver Age.* But there
were exceptions, and Vasiakina’s erotic poems owe something to Sof’ia
Parnok.* She has Parnok’s distinctive mix of irony and desire, although her
long lines of free verse and conversational tone are unlike the rhymed, metered
stanzas of Parnok. That sense of a natural unfolding of stories is also surely the
reason she called her book «XKenckas mpoza» (“Women’s Prose”) with its
suggestion that the poems are as if prosaic.*

A more apt model for Vasiakina’s poetic persona is Anna Barkova (1901—
1976), a comparison which will also show the role of anger in Vasiakina’s
poetry. Barkova wrote with a strong and sure voice throughout her life: she
began her poetic work as a strong voice for the revolution, representing her-
self an incendiary and a rebel, and as a dangerous lover.*® Barkova’s first book
was called «Kenmuna» (“The Woman,” 1922), an important predecessor for
Vasiakina’s «Kenckas npoza». Barkova knew that strong emotions like anger

42 An exception can be found, for example, in the erotic opening poem of «XKeHckas mpo3ay.
It is spoken by a young boy in an apple orchard; his erotic fantasies are prepared by the
poem’s epigraph, from Walter Benjamin’s “One-Way Street,” with its frank statement of
collapsing into tears at the touch of an elbow. See Bacskuna (2016: 5-9). Other examples of
alternative subject positions in the same volume include «Kak mosepx moeit Katu BbroTcs
COCYHKH, 51 BIDKY», «OHa TIPOTSATUBAET CBOM 3aropeibie majibiby, and «Korma s cMoTpro Ha
TeO4, 51 BIKY Teuo 3Beps» (Bacskuna 2016: 16, 28, 32-33).

43 See Burgin (1993: 177-203). Burgin shows how Parnok was exceptional in this regard.
* For an excellent account of Parnok’s work and legacy, see Burgin (1994).

45 Compare Stepanova’s use of the word “prose” in the title of her book «IIpo3a Msana
CunopoBay, (“Ivan Sidorov’s Prose,” 2008). It contains a single narrative poem, unfolding of
a tale of transformation, adventure, punishment, and escape. Vasiakina may have had
Stepanova’s book in mind, although her lyrics in «JKenckas npo3a» do not tell a single story,
as Stepanova’s book does.

4 There is a notebook entry from 1956 when Barkova said she has never liked children,
which is a singularly heretical utterance for a woman in the saccharine child-centric universe
of Soviet Russia. For the notebook entry, see bapkosa (2002: 367). For some poems where
Barkova associates herself with violence and criminality, see «IIpectynuaumay, «3epkaioy,
«Cado», «IIpokaxkennas», «Kontpadbanmucte» (2002: 10-11, 18-19, 22-23, 35, 39). These
are all early poems, most written around 1921, but the rage can intensify in later work. See for
example, «fI xorena 6v1 camoro, camoro ctpamHoro» (1938), also in Ibid., 77.
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and vengeance were shocking in a woman’s poems, and her later work, much
of it written during her long years in the Gulag, builds on the foundation that
those strong emotions had established. That same energy fuels Vasiakina’s
poem «Ilecus spoctu» (“Song of Fury,” 2019).%

In it, one hears echoes of Vasiakina’s poem «4rto s 3Hat0 0 Hacuiauu»: both
poems feature the rhetorical structure of lists, the repetitions, the litany of crimes
narrated in a nearly flat, journalistic tone, a tone used to stabilize the tales of
relentless harm and unfathomable pain. What is stronger, sharper in «Ilecus
sapoctuy» is the sense of rage. It is an anger that readers of feminist poetry will
recognize from US feminism, and from the poems of the great Adrienne Rich
(1929-2012).* Vasiakina’s own point of orientation is the French feminist Mo-
nique Wittig (1935-2003), from whom she takes her epigraph.*® Wittig and Rich
were pioneers in lesbian feminist movements, another lineage for Vasiakina’s
poetry that has implications in terms of her poetics and in terms of feminist theory.

Helen Vendler, writing about Rich, noted that “the poetry of pure anger is a
relatively rare phenomenon.”*® But Vasiakina’s poem challenges any notion that
a poetics of anger must soon spend itself. She conjures up an army of women
familiar from Wittig’s 1969 novel « Les Guérrilléres ». A utopian space emerges
where women’s anger matters and where hurt women can heal. That is how the
poem opens, with a promise of healing: «fl 3aibto paHbl Ha TBOEM Te€JIE CBOUM

47 The poem appears in Vasiakina’s book «Betep spoctu» (2019a) which she largely
distributed in typescript to friends and acquaintances, as what she herself called a version of
samizdat (in «B moe#t yronuu cekca HeT»). But Vasiakina also published a version online.
The poem has been translated by Joan Brooks: Vasiakina, “Wind of Fury / Song of Fury”
(2018: 34-49). Quotations here are from these two sources. For Kelly’s comments about
Barkova, see Kelly (1999: 947).

8 Thus, in writing about these poems, Lev Oborin emphasized a connection to the poetics of
anger in Rich. See O6opun (2019). Oborin called «Ilecust spoctu» the most radical feminist
poem written in Russian.

49 It reads: «PeMeHb Ha KOTOPOM BHCHT Py’Kbe, HATUpAeT MHe 1meto u gonatku» (“The sling of
my rifle presses on the base of my neck and in the hollow of my shoulder-blades”). Apart
from the lineage Vasiakina thus creates, this epigraph also is notable for the way it constructs
a powerful torso, one from which a weapon extends as if a further appendage. The novel cited
is Virgil, non, translated into English in 1985 as Across the Acheron; Vasiakina has said it is
one of her favorite works of literature (in the interview for Svoboda News with Dmitrii
Volchek 2017a). In that interview, she also expresses admiration for Valerie Solanas and
Alexandra Kollontai.

39 Vendler (1980: 245). Her point might be proven in a poem like the six lines of Harryette
Mullen’s “Anger,” where a tongue-tied speaker cannot speak her fury: “Nothing comes out /
but spit.” (Mullen 2002: 112). Elsewhere, Vendler noted that one of Rich’s “characteristic
methods of transforming her sociological generalizations into lyrical meditations” is
“enumerations or catalog” and the other is “the vignette or anecdote” — and both of these
rhetorical patterns are important in Vasiakina’s work. See Vendler (1995: 221).
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BOJIOCOM / U morenyto — uto0bl onu 3axkuianm» (“I’ll stitch the wounds on your
body with my hair / and kiss them until they heal”).

How does that healing work? First, because the unspoken is brought into
language, brought to the surface — brought up, as Rich would have said, by
diving into the wreck.>! But unlike Rich’s diving metaphor, Vasiakina, like
Rymbu, imagines horizontal movement across space, picking up and shedding
armaments, wounds, and new energies along the way. These are portraits of
persons on the move, so much so that when Elena Fanailova read this poem, she
said it made her feel an urgent need to get up, go out, and walk.>?

That motion is impelled by fury, the «ipocte» in the poem’s title, and by the
wind which rages. It makes the metaphor of air into the oxygenating exhilaration of
freedom.>® Like the women on the march, the air molecules of the poem are in
fierce movement, so much so that the inhalation and exhalation of breath makes a
sound as loud as the howling wind. The poet even sees the «xonbl Kucaopoaa kK
JPEMITIONINM UX HO3Ipsam» (“‘movement of oxygen into their dreaming nostrils™). It
is the very wind that sings.>* At the end of the poem, a procession of women is
imagined as touching the air on the wind («TporatoT Bo3ayx Ha BETpy»).

Air has a materiality through which bodies move in strength and in anger, a
materiality that is comparable to one of the poem’s other strong metaphors, that
of the earth (where bodies lie in wait) and of the body’s blood (rendered thick
with the symbolism of wounds, of menstruation and childbirth, and of a potent
regenerative force). The final line of the poem predicts that «kpoBs nmpopacraer
ckBo3b 3emittoy» (“the blood will grow up through the earth”).

Vasiakina’s poem is a tour de force, one that insists on its own power to mix
narratives of individual harm with litanies of warning, projection, and fantasy.
Body parts are removable (for example, when she images her mother as an
amazon who has sliced off her own breast) and exchangeable (as when she
writes, «/ ecnu jKeHIMHA TOTEpsSeT XOTs Obl  OJUH OpraH CcBOero Tejia/
apyras CKaXeT — BO3bMH MOIO TPYAb BO3BMH MOHU TalbIBl» O «BBIPACTYT
HOBBIE TPYIH / BBIPACTYT HOBBIE I'yOBI / BOJIOCHI BHIPACTYT HOBHIE» > / “if a

31 See Rich (1973), and in addition to the title poem, see especially “The Phenomenology of
Anger,” a poem which has its own fantasy: “white acetylene / ripples from my body /
effortlessly released / perfectly trained / on the true enemy.” (Ibid., 29).

52 That reaction opens her comments in «[loutu Bcé o EBe» — Enena ®anaiinosa o HOBo
kaure Oxcanbl Bacskunoii (2019).

33 Air is also a fleeting but significant metaphor in her poem «Ona cmeptn», which bears
mention as well for its representation of the dying body. It is a poem of great tenderness and
courage, and it shows a different side of her poetics. For the full text, see Bacsixkuna (2020a).

5% The poet writes, «IylOT BETphbl MOJHbIE APOCTH / OHH MOKOT MECHIO APOCTH / M 30BYT HAC
BCTaTh U MOUTH / 32 Hac oToMcTUTh) (“winds are blowing full of fury / they sing the song of
fury / and call us to rise and walk / to avenge ourselves”; Bacskuna 2019a: 74).

>3 Ibid., 69.
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woman loses but one organ of her body / another will say — take my
breast take my fingers” and “new breasts will grow / new lips will grow / new
hair will grow”>%). Here is a fantasy where women’s bodies, mutilated and
degraded, are transformed into entities beyond all harm. If body parts have the
capacity for renewal through amalgamation and recombination, then «Ilechs
apoct» (“Song of Fury”) has imagined women’s bodies as invulnerable. Those
bodies are paradoxically strengthened by absorbing the very muscle tissue of the
enemy, creating an invincible armor. Hardened by the assurance of comfort and
completion by their comrades, the women warriors move from a howl of despair
— given as a long line of vowels — toward the power of song. It is the wind’s
song that they inhale deep into their lungs and exhale as powerfully.>’

Vasiakina’s writing is meant, then, not just to heal wounds, but to convey
courage. Rather than a willingess to concede that «Her si3pIka / KOTOPBIM
onuienib sipoctb» (“there 1s no language / to describe the fury”), the poem rises
to its replacement of «mpoTsikHbIe 3ByKH» (“‘drawn-out sounds™) that are, as
Vasiakina said in an interview, like the work of mourners («maakaJbIIHKN»)
who channel a family’s sense of devastation with their wordless keening.*® To
those drawn-out sounds, Vasiakina adds in her own stories that refuse to go
untold.’” Hers is a wild retort of identification and determination. And optimism:
as she wrote in 2020, the very question of what will happen as women’s work
comes out into the open is one that nourishes hope.®

56 T am doing violence to these lines by quoting them all scrunched together. Vasiakina uses
indentation and spacing in meaningful ways, to convey the rhythms and emphases of her
lines. I have tried to retain those spaces between words, but readers should go to the text itself
to sense the full effect.

ST It is as if Vasiakina knows the truism once written by Adrienne Rich: “The poetry of
extreme states, the poetry of danger, can allow its readers to go further in our own awareness,
take risks we might not have dared.” (Rich 2000: 58).

8 In an interview with Joan Brooks, «MHokecTBeHHOE kKeHCKoe Teno» (2019).

59 At the end of the poem, the speaker mutters «A eciu s He oHr To kTo» (“And if I’'m not them
then who”). Vasiakina’s line rephrases Akhmatova’s line in “Requiem” («Her, 3T0 He 5, 3TO
KTO-TO JIpyToii cTpanaet. / 51 6b1 Tak He Moryay (“No it is not L, it is someone else who suffers. /
I could not bear it”; AxmaroBa 1989: 158). There is another startling moment of psychological
denial in Vasiakina’s text, in the seven lines that begin «rompko kak OynTo He ¢ HUMH / a
KaKUMU-TO-Ipyrumu Tenamm» (“only as if not with them / but with some other bodies”™).

60 That observation concluded her short meditation on the myths and artworks that use the
imagery of spiderwebs and weaving (Bacskuna 2020b).
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Lida Yusupova

When she was asked in 2019 about her favorite books, Vasiakina mentioned
Lida Yusupova (b. 1963) prominently.®! They share important political affini-
ties, including a belief that poems can accommodate tales of sexual violence.
Their poems include a range of voices and stylistic registers as a democratizing
gesture; and they assess shrewdly the harms that a culture of patriarchy and het-
erosexual privilege inflicts on sexual minorities and on women. Yet there are
significant aesthetic differences, which themselves have political consequences.
Yusupova is a poet who oriented her writings from the start toward pleasure, be-
ginning with poems that evoked warm air on the skin, that spoke to lovers of
paradise and joy. But war is sensed in the distance, and death hovers, bringing
danger to this paradise.®? Pleasure and danger was the formula for a sex-positive
version of feminism advanced in the 1980s,% as against the radical feminism of
Adrienne Rich or Catharine MacKinnon. Vasiakina, as the comparisons to
Adrienne Rich suggested, resembles these radical feminists, particularly in the
rejection of patriarchy and what radical feminists called compulsory heterosexu-
ality.® Yusupova would seem to have taken up the opposite position, particular-
ly in her book «¥Y no68Bu yetsipe pyku» (“Love Has Four Hands,” 2008), with
its several configurations of erotic relationships and identities. But that does not
tell the whole story, and her feminist politics are more complicated. By 2008,
Yusupova was living part of every year in Belize, a second dangerous paradise,
and the balance tipped from pleasure to danger. Her work crosses what were
once separate strands of feminist theory: the metaphors of danger and pleasure
persist, but her aesthetic increasingly also depends on exposure and denuncia-
tion of sexual violence, with an intensity that recalls the radical feminists.®

She built these new poetic texts around found documents. Historical and
archival material marks her 2013 book «Puryan C-4» (“Ritual C-4”), and legal
documents turned into poems are a significant presence in her book “Dead Dad”
(2016). This documentary turn is a foundational aspect of current political poet-

61 See «IToorecca n pemunncTka OkcaHa Bacskuna o mo6umbIx kaurax» (2019b).Vasiakina
also mentioned Elena Shvarts, for whom (I would argue) Anna Barkova was also a model;
that could create a further and indirect pathway that connects Vasiakina to Barkova.

62 See for example «a manpine 610 uMs», in FOcymnosa (1995: 22), as well as the poem that
ends the volume, «bykBanbnbIi pait» (ibid., 42).

63 See for example Carole S. Vance (1989), which collected and published papers from a 1982
landmark conference at Barnard College. This strain in second-wave feminism was generative
of the queer studies work pioneered soon thereafter by Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick and others.

64 Rich’s work is mentioned above; see also her important essay “Compulsory Hetero-
sexuality and Lesbian Existence,” which first appeared in 1980. Key works in radical
feminism are MacKinnon (1987) and MacKinnon (1989).

65 See for example Dworkin (1997). The original publication date is 1987.
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ry.%® In Yusupova’s poems, the documentary impulse can yield a strangely cooler
version of Vasiakina’s anger. Yusupova’s poems are organized around repetition,
estranging us from the language on display.®” And when violence intrudes, the
poet presses herself to understand the perpetrators as well as the victims.
Throughout, the body is a fundamental site of meaning.

Violence is not confined to Belize. In her representation of Canada from its
age of colonial expansion and conquest, «kamaenomMku A > LWy (“saxifrage
A'5cLS*), Yusupova writes about the death of Margaret Agnes Clay.® It is
the strongest precursor to the poems of legal verdicts in her cycle «ITpuroBopbi»
(“Verdicts,” begun in 2015). Those poems are built entirely out of juridical lan-
guage, splicing and repeating fixed phrases to horrifying effect.®” In the second
poem in the «IIpurosopsi» cycle, for example, for nine of its fifteen pages, the
poet writes only one brief phrase from the verdict «cmepTh moTepneBiiei»
(“’death of the victim” where the victim is a woman), at the top of an otherwise
blank page.”® When performing this poem, Yusupova reads it in a near whisper,
making it matter that one woman perished by violent crime. She indicts a culture
utterly lacking in curiosity to learn the story of the victim’s life.”!

In building her poems out of juridical language, Yusupova follows a documen-
tary impulse that is powerful in contemporary Russian literature (witness the
awarding of the 2015 Nobel Prize in Literature to Svetlana Aleksievich); in poetry,

6 Vasiakina’s poem «IlecHs spoctm», for instance, also embeds the histories of other
women’s experiences, and in «MHOXXeCTBEHHOE jKeHCKOe Teno», she has said that this gesture
brings something of the epic into her poem.

87 This is particularly true of the poems based on judicial verdicts, but even the earliest work,
with its mix of pleasure and danger, already glimpsed the inevitability of sexual harm. They
unfold in beautifully utopian or bravely adventurous worlds. These can be tropical and lovely
and thus based on her time in Belize, or cold and vast, not unlike the Petrazavodsk area of her
youth or the Canada of her current life; the settings are often contemporary, and tied to known
events or records of crimes, but can go back to earlier eras.

% The poem opens her book «Puryan C-4». In the last line of that poem, the poet tells us how
to pronounce the place name: Igluligaariuk (FOcymosa 2013: 9).

% Yusupova, perhaps surprisingly, follows a path opened by the Russian Conceptualists (like
Prigov and Rubinshtein), where the words that rattle around in our brains or that do the
socially-constructing work of public discourse are held up for our scrutiny. That aspect of
Conceptualism is at the heart of the argument in Jacob Edmond (2014: 275-308). See also the
chapter on Prigov in Edmond (2019: 62-90).

70 See «B34M IepeBAHHYIO MANKY U C CHIION 3acyHysl eif 5Ty HalKy Bo Biaranumie», in “Dead
Dad” (FOcymnosa 2016a: 71-92). I am grateful to Lida Yusupova for sharing with me her
typescript of the poem, in an e-mail, February 29, 2016.

"' As Yusupova writes in the introduction to the poems from this cycle published in “Dead
Dad,” only one of the crimes made into poetry in her work was reported publicly (2016a: 63).
It was not this poem. The trial transcripts, however, were available online, and it is on that
basis that she created her «ITpurosopsi» cycle.
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II’ia Kukulin describes it as “paratactic montage.””> Yusupova has this kind of

montage, but presents it differently from what Kukulin has described: she resists
interpolating her own commentary or judgment, instead relying on formatting, rear-
rangement, and repetition to transform legal language into poetic language.”® She
gets great pathos from the ordering and reiterating of phrases meant by the court to
be intonationally neutral. In another poem, a phrase is heard as if it were a refrain:
«HETPaIUIIMOHHON CeKCyanbHOU opueHTauum» (“nontraditional sexual orienta-
tion,” a standard euphemism for “gay”).”* The flattened language of legal euphe-
mism exposes a hate crime committed against a gay man lured to his death. Plain
language, in its repetition, becomes a means to memorialization and recompense.”

Language is also what binds us as humans. It renders us all vulnerable, just as
our bodies are the site of that vulnerability. “It could have been me,” Yusupova
intones in English in one of her short statements about her poetry. She describes
herself standing before a poem she is writing as if it had a mirrored surface show-
ing her own stricken face.”® Vadim Kalinin has described Yusupova as turning an

72 Kukulin (2010). Kukulin emphasizes “discontinuities and unexpected continuities within
the usual semantic order of the world” as a result of these strategies (ibid., 586). He traces a
pre-history for current poems, from Nekrasov and Maiakovskii to the Lianozovo School and
the Conceptualists, among others. And, although this essay does not include Yusupova, I want
to acknowledge that Kukulin was one of the first people to urge me to read Lida Yusupova’s
work — but not the first; the first was Dmitrii Kuz’min, who published the book «Putyan C-4»
and who continues to publish her work in Bo3nyx.

73 There is a parallel to the documentary poetry of Charles Reznikoff, as observed in Jlexuuep
(2018: 242). Reznikoff’s long poem “Holocaust” appeared in Russian translation in
Pesnukodd (2016).

4 The poem is «Kuzap M.B.M.» in FOcymosa (2016a: 93-105). This poem is an important
moment in the «IIpuroBopsi» poems for its narrative about a hate crime directed at a gay man.
By repeating the phrase, Yusupova foregrounds the one fact that makes this murder a hate
crime, and creates a refrain within the poem, just as she brings musical phrasing to a fixed
legal phrase for designating the victim in the phrase «cmepTs morepmneBiieii» to create a
requiem for the dead. In addition, she expands the poetic potential of the word «motep-
neBmui» (“victim”) by having it waver between functioning as a substantized adjective (a
noun, basically) and a participle, which grammatically is what it is (e-mail from the poet, July
16, 2020).

7> What was a phrase in a legal document is, she insists, is actually a way to designate a
person, one whose lived reality is not recognized by the law. I am drawing here on Barbara
Johnson, “Anthropomorphism in Lyric and Law,” reprinted in “The Barbara Johnson Reader”
(2014: 235-261). The essay first appeared in Johnson (2008: 188-207).

76 In fact, she utters those words standing in front of a painting by Jean-Michel Basquiat, and
staring at her own reflected face; they are his words, uttered after the violent death of a friend,
as she recounts in a text entitled with those words, “it could have been me.” See FOcymnoga, “It
could have been me” (another instance of a text written in Russian but with an English-
language title) in «Kapaxéit u Kagukéit Ne 3» (2016b). Basquiat’s words become hers as she
reflects on the murder victims and murderers in in her poems.
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unexpectedly compassionate, empathic gaze to the past, and rightly so.”” In the
poem «kpacuBble Thaza» (“beautiful eyes”), Yusupova seeks to understand the
disturbing blog posts of a convicted murderer, Sergei Bukhantsov. She writes:
OH CMOTPHUT TaK HE)KHO OTKPBITO OH TaK
6633aH_[I/ITeH U AyMacllb AyMAacCllb KaK KC
OH MOT' C TAKUMM TI'Jla3aMU pa3BC€ OH MOT'
C TaKMMHU Ij1a3aMu C TaAKUM B3TJISII0OM
C Takoi 0e33alUTHOCTbIO
noyeMy MoueMy mouemy >

he looks so tenderly so openly he is so
defenseless and you think think how
could he with those eyes is it possible that he could
with those eyes with that gaze
with that defenselessness
why why why.
She is stunned into uncertainty as she tries to imagine the world he saw with those
beautiful eyes. What does it mean to be the person who could murder and defile
the body of a woman who spurned his advances?”

Yusupova makes a strong case for poetry’s ability to make known the suffer-
ing of others, as law often fails to do.®® Elsewhere in her work, Yusupova has
turned to a different kind of feminist revisionism, one that goes back to the fami-
ly as the original site of patriarchy. In 2016, she published a volume from which
I have been citing several of the poems in the «IIpurosope» (“Verdicts”) cycle,
entitled “Dead Dad,” its title taken from a Ron Mueck sculpture also called
“Dead Dad” (1996-1997).8! Mueck usually works on much larger scale in his

"7 Kanuuun (2014: 8-9). That sentiment is echoed in the brief comments of Gali-Dana Zinger,
who senses pity and tenderness («kanocts 1 MUIIOCTB») in her work: 3unrep (2014: 34).

8 FOcymoBa: «kpacuBsle Taza» (2016b) and included in “Dead Dad” (2016a: 126-127), as an
addendum to «IIpuroBopsr». The poem draws on the poetry of the murderer Sergei
Bukhantsov (yet another kind of found document), as the poet observes in a footnote.
Yusupova did something similar, including poems by a murderer, in the poem, «Putyan C-4»
(2012: 85-93), and included in the book «Putyan C-4» (2013: 41-52).

7 In implying that investigation, Yusupova is pushing her poem in the directions studied
profoundly in Jlexmuep: «OxcnonupoBanue u ucciaenaopanue» (2018). One of his most
interesting observations concerns the splintered subject position inherent in documentary
poetry, and Yusupova’s work demonstrates that potential exceptionally well.

89 Here I draw on Sarat’s “Knowing the Suffering of Others: Legal Perspective on Pain and its
Meanings,” which is its own kind of study of law’s failures. See the astute observation that
concludes its introduction: “law’s ability to do justice can be no more successful than its
ability to know the suffering that justice demands or seeks to remedy” (2014: 11).

81 The sculpture “Dead Dad,” by Ron Mueck (b. 1958), ca. 1996-1997 is a small (20x38x102
cm.) hyper-life-like sculpture of a naked male corpse, lying face up, hands up. The poem
“Dead Dad” with the same image can also be found in «MwuTun xxypaam» (2014: 91-93). For
images of the sculpture and a critical assessment of it, see Philip Pocock, “With Reference to
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alarmingly lifelike, colossal figures or body parts, but “Dead Dad” is shrunken
in size.®? Yusupova used a photograph of the sculpture “Dead Dad” on the book
cover, and Mueck’s aesthetic of exaggeration and hyperrealism is a remarkably
apt model for what she does in her poetry.

Mueck’s sculpture, whether large or small, stages the potentially overwhelming
encounter with the body of an other. In “Dead Dad,” the small figure actually
magnifies the vulnerability of the corpse, pitifully exposed for our inspection. Our
eyes are drawn to the genitals — as if we are transgressively examining the phallus
of the father. Yusupova is unfazed by being in the presence of the symbolic locus
of male authority. In this steely gaze, she is engaging with yet another important
strand in feminist theory, that of French (and psychoanalytically inflected, decon-
structive) feminism. The understanding that the power of the father has invaded
the unconscious, that it has seeped into dreams, artistic expression, as well as into
the prosaic insults of daily life, is taken up by other contemporary women poets,
including Elena Fanailova, and to some extent Galina Rymbu and Oksana Vasia-
kina as well. Yusupova, however, demonstrates a further principle of French fem-
inism: that women’s poetry can, as Luce Irigaray would put it, “play with mime-
sis.”® Her replication and distortion of the discourse of the law in the «IIpuro-
BopeD» (“Verdicts”) poems, like her turn to Mueck’s sculpture, challenges directly
what Irigaray, after Lacan, called the Law of the Father.

Yusupova challenges the law of the father in an unusual way: she denounces
the father’s legacy even as she ironically asks whether she can foist its burdens
off entirely. In one passage, she writes that Ron Mueck gave his own hair to the
“dead dad,”®* and she compares that hair to the Chernobyl spider web pictured
in the New York Times.

Pon Mbloek ain MeTpBOMY Tare CBOM BOJIOCHI
MIOXO0E Ha YePHOOBUIBCKYIO NayTUHY

0 KoTopoi s Buepa untana B Hero-Mopk Taitmc
MOH BOJIOCHI JaJI MHE I1aIia

Death,” (May 26, 2015),Yusupova has sparingly used photography in her work, most
strikingly in the poem «A Mama CuroBa momuut», which appeared with photographs
included in “Dead Dad” (2016a: 128-132) and published separately in FOcymosa (2017).

82 His hyperrealism resembles 3-D copying rather than the fiberglass, resin, and such with
which he in fact works. Some figures are small, like “Dead Dad,” some closer to human
proportions, all more than a little creepy. For some photographs that include gallery visitors to
show scale, see Alan Taylor (2013). And for a strong review of Mueck’s work, see Craig
Raine (2006).

83 As Irigaray says, to do that is to “try to recover the place of her exploitation by discourse,
without allowing herself to be simply reduced to it.” (Irigaray 1985: 76).

84 Art journalists confirm that last point. See for example Pocock (2013) and Hogg (2013).
Hogg describes the sculptures aptly: “They are less sculptures than versions of humanity, with
their flabby folds of skin, hair sticking out of pores, hard toenails and tangible sheens of sweat.”
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4epHOOBUTHCKHE MAYKH TUIETYT JXKa30BbIE
Ny TUHBI

Pon Mbloek f1an BOJI0Chl METPBOMY Mare
MGpTBBIﬁ I1ara gaji BOJIOCHI MHG85

Ron Mueck gave the dead papa his hair

like the Chernobyl spider web

I read about in yesterday’s New York Times

my hair was given to me by my father

the Chernobyl spiders weave jazzed

webs

Ron Mueck gave his hair to his dead father

My dead father gave his hair to me.
Yusupova seems to stare at her own hair and find it disturbingly like her father’s.
The similarity, she suggests, is an effect of damaged genes, like a damaged spider
web in Chernobyl as scientists have described it. It is distinguished by a pattern of
disorder, writes the New York Times. The spider web offers a glimpse of damaged
paradise, a zone where biologists can study radiation damage in its purest forms.5¢

Yusupova has made of her own dead father a similar aberration of nature. The
monstrous element is not just that he is dead, or that she was long estranged
from him, both mentioned in the poem. The poem is not just about her father; the
symbolic power of the father is turned into a metaphor of inheritance.®’ Patriarchy
can only transmit damaged components — and, like all irradiated objects, the con-
tamination threatens all it touches. The poet fearfully asks if her own biological
existence continues the effects of his damaging genetic configuration.3®

At that moment, Yusupova is asking fundamental ethical questions. Denunci-
ation of the harms committed by others is not enough, she suggests; each of us
must ask what we have inherited, what our own legacy might be. Particularly in
her work on «IIpuroBops» (“Verdicts”), which now contains more than a dozen
poems based on criminal court decisions,® Yusupova reaches beyond politics or

85 10cynosa (2016a: 8).
% Fountain (2014).

87 She has another poem about the father’s dead body in which his hands are described as
lying in shit: «ucnons3ys cBsazu» (FOcynosa 2016a:22-23).

8 One could argue that language itself is damaged in Yusupova’s poetry. To Galina Rymbu’s
ear, her language sounds not quite Russian. See her comments in PeimOy (2014c: 36), where
she calls this a queering of language. More dramatic deformations of language occur occasionally
in the poetry, for example, in the lines that tell how she learned of her father’s death: these
stuttering words deform the sounds of the verb “to die” (ymupars): «Mama 3BOHUT ¥ TOBOPHUT
nara ymep B 4 gaca yrpa» (FOcymosa 2016a: 8).

8 Since this essay was completed, a book, «IIpurosopsi», containing the full cycle has
appeared from Novoe literaturnoe obozrenie in Moscow (2020).

IZfK 6 (2022). 45-83. DOI: 10.25353/ubtr-izfk-11ad-b44b



The Body Returns: Recent Poems by Russian Women 67

law toward a realm of good vs. evil. She presents a moral reckoning where only
the language of poetry stands at the ready.

Elena Fanailova and Mariia Stepanova, briefly

Yusupova, like Rymbu and Vasiakina, has found herself as one of a powerful cho-
rus of woman’s voices in Russian poetry. The importance of women poets in the
post-Soviet period was noted more than a decade ago by several critics, including
Aleksandr Skidan.”® Skidan’s point was that women poets were the most effective
heirs of the tradition initiated by Brodsky. Lest his point seem tendentious, I should
point out that he was writing on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of Brodsky’s
death and was asked about the shape of Brodsky’s legacy as he saw it.

We might instead ask about the women poets who are important to Yusupova,
Rymbu, and Vasiakina, as to their younger peers, and we are perhaps in a differ-
ent position to pose that question than was the case in 2006. The long tradition
of women poets in Russia has also, at last, begun to receive deeper scholarly study;
a clearer picture is emerging of how women poets, while not creating an entirely
separate tradition, have taken encouragement from the successes of their predeces-
sors and have learned from their strategies of self-presentation and self-
protection.”!

For the women poets studied here and for many others who work in similar
ways on the poetics of gender, politics, and ethics, the most important model has
been Elena Fanailova (b. 1962). One of Fanailova’s great achievements is the
creation of a radically democratic and empathic poetics, one based on conversa-
tion and connection across seemingly unbridgeable differences.”? She has drawn
on her own experiences as a medical professional and a journalist to tell stories
of Russia in its age of transition, from the Soviet mentality in which she grew
up, through the chaos of the 1990s, and in the face of the violence, authoritarian-
ism, and uneven freedoms of the twenty-first century. Few poets have written as
powerfully or with such astonishing, gentle hilarity about sex — in her poem
«Jlena u Jlena» (“Lena and Lena”) — or about the way women readers perceive

% Ckuman (2006: 153-169). Skidan’s essay is a good source for the broader context of
women’s poetry as it has emerged in the twenty-first century, and there are a number of other
important innovators, particularly in the representation of women’s bodies, whom I have not
discussed here. Among them: Marina Temkina, Polina Andrukovich, and Linor Goralik.

1 See, for example, Hasty (2019); for further scholarship, see 183-184 (n. 2), where an
excellent list of English-, German-, and Russian-language scholarship is given. Catriona
Kelly, mentioned there, built the foundation for much of this work, with her comprehensive
account, “A History of Russian Women’s Writing, 1820-1992” (1994).

92 | explain and exemplify this point in Sandler (2017).
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women poets — in her poem «JIena u moan» (“Lena and the People™).”® Fanailova
has also provided an example about how a woman poet might take a leadership
role in the poetry community, writing introductions for publications and reviews.
Vasiakina and Rymbu are among those about whom she has written (as is Ste-
panova, to whom I turn momentarily). Fanailova has enabled the work of others
with this kind of direct engagement and encouragement. As important, though,
is the tone of her public comments and of her poetry: she has shown poets to
speak frankly, even fearlessly. She has modeled a sense of comfort and ease in
tackling difficult topics, showing, for example, how one might represent wom-
en’s bodies across all gradations of age, beauty, desire, disease, and power.

Fanailova began doing that work as early as the 1990s, but in the 2010s she
has also been doing something else: she has been writing a massive, sprawling,
nearly borderless set of poems about the hybrid war in Ukraine and related cul-
tural and political events. She has followed her journalist instinct to use poetry
as a way to absorb and respond to quickly changing circumstances. There is a
sense of poems with open borders, long and short pieces that interrelate and that
can have the same hashtags when she posts them to Facebook, but that feel like
they may be rearranged into a different form in print at some future point. While
the labor of offering a comprehensive account of this work has to wait, its effect
can already be gauged, and it is pointing the way toward a further kind of inno-
vation by contemporary Russian poets.

These are a kind of open-ended conversation with readers, a way of establish-
ing poems as real-time reactions to unfolding events and as gathering points for
reflections on the recent past.”* Anything posted to Facebook or any other social
medium has a date stamp, which gives all poems shared in this way the implicit
sense of reacting to what is occurring in the world at that time. And shared posts
also have an immediacy, a sense of intimacy, as if the poet is making work
available in advance of its publication — which in fact many poets do.” It is as if
she 1s sending out bits of new work when they are ready, for a community of
readers that includes many fellow poets and friends (some of whom she tags to
make sure they see the poem). The poems posted to Facebook typically elicit
many comments, some simple notes of gratitude and approval, but many asking
questions, offering interpretations, and pursuing the poem’s implications and
exhortations. The poems generate further conversation, in other words. Face-

%3 They are translated as “Lena, or the Poet and the People” and “Lena and Lena” in Fanailova
(2019: 148-179). This edition includes facing Russian originals.

%% The poet has also now used this same approach toward her earlier work. There was a new
poem, for example, that had the hashtag #nenammogu («Jlena u mrogu», the title of a poem
mentioned above), posted to Facebook (January 4, 2018), about cleaning an apartment, with
recollections of her years as a doctor (Panaiinona 2018).

%5 These and other traits of poems shared via social media are discussed by more than a dozen
poets in the forum «ITo33us B smoxy conmanbHbIX ceteity (2019).
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book, for all its problems, and this was true of LiveJournal before it, has become
a platform that lets poets send their work out into the world as if to those who
are known to want it, to need it. Rymbu, Vasiakina, and Yusupova, among many
other contemporary Russian poets, post new poems there as well, and I am not
suggesting that they got this idea from Fanailova. But her way of using the plat-
form is blazing a particularly inspiring trail: without publishing a book of her
poems since 2011, she has remained a central figure in conversations about con-
temporary poetry, particularly political poetry, through her extremely active
presence online as a poet, critic, and journalist.

Fanailova’s example for women, indeed, for all poets, finds an unusual com-
plement in the poet, editor, prose writer, and publisher Mariia Stepanova
(b. 1972). Because I have had the occasion to write about Fanailova elsewhere, |
will focus here on Stepanova, whose importance as a poet has received a great
deal of attention but whose increasing advocacy for women has not. Stepanova is,
like Fanailova, also a significant public intellectual, with a stature not often grant-
ed to women in Russia. She uses social media with similar effectiveness and has
the further platform of her work as the editor of Colta (and before it, Open
Space), that rarest of crowd-funded independent platforms for cultural journalism
in contemporary Russia. The significant cultural presence of Colta is already ap-
parent in this essay, where I have drawn on its publications several times. Ste-
panova’s reach goes far beyond Colta, however, as evidenced by the phenomenal
success of her engrossing and genre-defying work of prose, «Ilamsatu mamsTu
(“In Memory of Memory,” 2017). It won multiple major prizes and solidified her
position as one of Russia’s leading writers.

What Stepanova had not been known for, before the later 2010s, however,
was political poetry. Her gifts as a formal poet were apparent from the start, and
she made her mark especially with a brilliant set of ballads that showed both
formal mastery and an extravagant imagination that could mix supernatural plots
with psychological profundity. Something changed, or perhaps I as a reader first
saw the change, when Russia annexed Crimea in 2014 and went to war with
Ukraine. Like Fanailova, she found multiple ways to bring the violence of the
hybrid war with Ukraine into her work; especially notable is her long text «Boiina
3Bepert u xkUBOTHBIX» (“War of the Beasts and the Animals,” 2015), built on the
deceptively simple genre of the fable to create a meditation on history. In effect,
she showed by means of imagery and lexicon that the contemporary war reenact-
ed the military invasions of the past, going all the way back to the “Igor Tale.””®
In a number of her earlier texts she also showed an acute sensibility in the repre-
sentations of women bodies («KeHckas pazneBaika kinyoa ‘[lnanera durnec’» /

% For the Russian text of the poem, see Cremanosa (2015b: 35-58). The poem was first
published in Crenanosa (2015a). The text generated immediate, lively commentary, beginning
with SAmnonsckuit (2015): «O moosme Mapuu CrenanoBoii “BoifHa 3Bepeil M KMBOTHBIX ».
There is a brilliant reading of the poem’s cultural antecedents in Maria Vassileva (2019: 79-87).
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“The Women’s Changing Room at Planet Fitness”) and, in the poem she wrote
about her great-grandmother, «Cappa na Gappukamax» (“Sarra on the Barri-
cades”), the consequences of women’s actions in public.”’

Stepanova made the feminism of these texts explicit when she shared on Face-
book in 2019 and then published in 2020 a long poem, «/leBouku 6e3 omex b
(“Girls Undressed”).”® It drew an immediate and strong response, and Vasiakina
named it as the poem that had been most important to her personally.” It is a
long, generous, compulsively readable, and totally unnerving poem. Here is its
beginning, the first of its fifteen stanzas, all of them ten lines long.

Bcerna ectb TO, 4TO TOBOPUT: pa3i€HbCS

U mokaku, CHUMH M TI0JIOXKH, JIAT

U pa3aBuHb, 1ail HOCMOTPETS,

Otkpoii, noTporai ero, Tel mocMoTpena’?

Bcerna ecte kKoMHaTa ¢ TOpU30HTAIIBHOM
[ToBepxHOCTHIO, BCEr/1a CTOUIIL TaM Kak JI€pEBO,
Bcerna nexuiis kak 1epeBo, Kak ynaiio,

C rayxumu 3aIpOKUHYTHIMHA BETKaMHU,

Mexay nanblaMu 3eMiisl, BO PTY MaJblibl,
sl6noku He y6epermna. '

There is always something that says: undress
And show, remove and set aside, lie down
And spread out, let me look,

Open, touch it, did you look?

There is always a room with horizontal
Surface, you always stand there like a tree,
Always lie there like a felled tree,

With toneless branches thrown back,

%7 Both poems appeared in Ctenanosa (2005: 27-30, 37-42), and are reprinted in Ctenanosa
(2010: 73-74, 80-83). For translations into English by Sibelan Forrester, see Ciepiela (2013:
156-167). «0Kenckas pazaeBankay is particularly curious in light of the later developments in
Stepanova’s poetics. It mixes in memories of the poet’s childhood, and it exudes curiosity
toward grotesque and traumatic memories and bears a remarkably light tone.

% For the poem see Ctemanopa (2020: 45-54), from which all quotations are taken. The
volume opens with a poem, «Teno Bo3BpamaeTcsi», a rich text that deserves its own essay,
and the one that inspired the title of this essay. It shows her writing about a woman’s body
deep in the earth as the source of language. It is an image that recalls Elena Shvarts’s «3Bepb-
nBetok», although the poem is much more extensively and vividly in conversation with the
work of Danish poet Inger Christensen, Marjorie Pickthall, and Anne Carson. For Shvarts’s
poem, see IlIBapi (2013: 37). For «Teno Bo3Bpamaercs», see Crenanona (2020: 5-24). As
Lev Oborin has noted, throughout this book, it is precisely women poets with whom
Stepanova is in conversation. See his review in O6opus (2020).

% PriMby (2019c¢).
100 CrenanoBa (2020: 47).
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Between fingers the earth, the mouth full of fingers,

Apples left unguarded, done for.
Stepanova’s poem is about a structure of violence and humiliation inflicted on
women, a structure that is shown at its most outrageous because the violence is
inflicted on girls. The poem’s intensity comes from its verbal repetition, its litany
of the harms and actions, the forms of curiosity and shame that can always be
found, but the intensity also comes from the fact that the violence is inflicted not
on adults but on the young. The age of fifteen recurs in the poem, fifteen surely
chosen because of the sonic waves that can spin out of its sounds (the word for
spot or stain, «mstHO» or for heel, «msaTka» emerge from the first syllable
(«msTy) of fifteen, and the poet writes early on «IlsTHamuare — 3TO YHCIO
nstHa» (“Fifteen — this is the number for a stain”, 48). But that tender age of fif-
teen also lets the poet record the mix of curiosity and shame experienced by
someone who, as the poem repeats, is having a first sexual encounter in a way
that is imposed rather than freely desired.

This is how it begins, the poet seems to say, and once begun, how it lives in the
world of eternal repetition, the world where the dominant temporal adverb in doz-
ens of lines of poetry is «Bcerma» (“again”; the adverb is repeated 33 times over
150 lines).!%! «JleBouku 6e3 omexap (“Girls Undressed”) is also marked by a
high degree of syntactic and other verbal repetition, creating the sense of a closed
and unchanging world. Rather than the layering of literary and cultural allusion
that marks so many of her other texts, this poem lets Stepanova obsessively
tread back and forth over the same terrain of exploitation, injury, harm — but also
recovery.'% She writes as if compelled, and to do so in a poem which it itself
about forms of compulsion, of force, is paradoxically bold.

That possibility for repair is suggested in the title of the book in which this
poem was published, «Crapsiit mup. I[lounnka xuzam» (“Old World. Life Re-
pair”). In this poem, repair emerges not in the lexicon (the phrase «mounnka
xu3HU» does not appear here), but in its images. Here too, they are scant, the
images presented are developed through repetition, circling back and forth obses-
sively over the same lexical items. These images unfold within two semantic

101 Stepanova meditates on the force of that word, «Bcerma», in public discourse. She
comments on phrases that are, to her mind, telltale signs of a worldview that believes that
there is nothing to be hoped for in the future. There is no tomorrow, just as the past, revivified
constantly, is not really past. See her essay «Ilocne mepTBoii Boab» in Crenanosa (2015c:
36). A translation by Maria Vassileva of that essay has appeared in Stepanova, “The Voice
Over: Poems and Essays,” ed. Irina Shevelenko (2021).

102 This is not to say that the layers of cultural memory are gone in this or in any other poem
of Stepanova’s, but rather that they are displaced into a different register. In «/leBouku 6e3
onexabl», that register is rhetorical. As Igor’ Gulin has pointed out, the poet speaks as if from
a position of having been silenced, precisely the rhetorical structure at the heart of Osip
Mandelstam’s great poem «CTuxu 0 Heu3BeCTHOM coinate» (Manaensiuram 1995: 272-275).
See I'ymun (2020).

1ZfK 6 (2022). 45-83. DOI: 10.25353/ubtr-izfk-11ad-b44b



72 Stephanie Sandler

fields. The first has to do with food, specifically fruit, heard as early as the image
of the apple in the first stanza and then developed with terms for body parts that
use the image of the apple (Adam’s apple, and the Russian word for eyeball,
«ria3Hoe s1010ko») or of other fruit («rpymm» / “pears” and slang for “breasts”).
The apple inevitably conjures up the temptations of the Garden of Eden, and it
may call to mind as well, in the context of poems discussed here, the cut-up fruit
and sprinkled seeds of Galina Rymbu’s poem «IIpa3zgauk» (“Holiday™). Ste-
panova has a powerfully revisionist attitude toward myth. Her poem is all about
exposing the fake lure of forbidden knowledge — exposing what looks like seduc-
tion as the violence it actually performs.'® The other metaphorical field is of
course that tree, a tree that brings the knowledge sexual violence. But other aspects
of this tree — its woodenness, its stolidity, its long-lived thereness — are repeatedly
invoked in the poem. It is a tree to which the girl’s body is compared again and
again, as early as the second stanza’s parentheticals «(oHa Obl1a KaK OGpPEBHO)
(wero ThI Kak nmepemsiHHaA?)» (“(she was like a log) (why are you so wood-
en?)”)!%, The tree’s status as living matter is emphasized in the images, for ex-
ample, in the third stanza’s image of bark opened out to reveal the wood within
as if it were the musculature of a body:

)41 TOT, KTO XOYET, MOXKCT 3ariiiablBaTh B CaMyIO

CepeI[I’IHy €C APpCBCCHUHBI, Tyla, I'AC IJIOTh

Eme BnaxkHas u Kaxercs, 9to geivutes. %

And he who wants can look into the very

Center of the wood, there where the flesh

Is still moist and seems to smolder.
The trees of the poem open the way for settings in the woods, the woods of
folktales where danger lurks, and for the appearances of a hunter, a woodcutter,
a fisherman, those men who bring harm to the trees and beasts of those woods.
In the final stanzas even a soldier appears, one last image of the masculine force
that brings harm — and shame and silence — into the poem.

The poem offers its own linguistic assertions against that silence, speaking
forth the ungraspable nature of a world in which girls are treated like trees, their
bodies like a tree trunk with limbs splayed out, their bodies numb with the relent-
less gaze and command of the other. What Stepanova has achieved, in her merci-
less representation of the subjective experience of that numbness, is to show that
she who is treated in this way can yet speak. And when she does, she will speak

103 An exemplary feminist reading of a Romantic poem that unwittingly exposes (as opposed
to Stepanova’s relentlessly intentional work of exposure) the nexus of knowledge, desire, and
the feminine is Karen Swann (1988).

104 Crenanosa (2020: 47).
195 Tbid. 48.
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like a poet: a girl who is turned into a tree is always in some ways repeating the
salvation of Daphne, turned into a laurel tree to save her from rape.

Those laurel wreathes have now symbolically crowned the heads of Stepanova,
Fanailova, and a number of other remarkable women poets, including
Yusupova, Rymbu, and Vasiakina. For all these women, every metaphor for si-
lencing is itself an outcry and an assertion that the silence is over. All of these
women poets, in other words, will have their say on the violence and the false-
hoods their culture perpetrates. They are ready for men to follow them.

Postscript

Let me end with one example of a man who has taken up that task. His is not the
only possible voice,'% but his text is perhaps the most useful place to begin because
of its ethical force and its engagement with some of the same feminist theories
adduced here already. The poem by Oksana Vasiakina discussed above was one
of two texts about violence, «/[Ba TekcTa o Hacwium», published together, and the
second one was Konstantin Shavlovskii’s poem «Mamenska, Meny3a» (“Ma-
shenka, Medusa”). It is his poem with which I want to conclude this essay.

Shavlovskii charts a whole history of boys’ education in social practices that
perpetuates what is essentially rape culture. Shavlovskii calls it the violence indus-
try, «uHIycTpus Hacuiush», and his word choice is significant for the way it builds
on a Soviet lexicon of an industrialized society as one that requires a communal
subjectivity for its laborers. But he uses Marxist analysis in a novel way: rather
than describing the production of goods, Shavlovskii is describing the produc-
tion of behavior, and one of those behaviors is silence or silencing, about which
the poem repeatedly comments and often does so in terms of shared social
norms, instilled fears. He writes:

C AIE€TCTBA MbI 3HAEM

KaK IMOCTYMAr0T ¢ HACUJIbHUKAMU HA 30HC
MOATOMY KaKJIbIi

HACHUJIBHUK 6y,I[CT MOJYaTh

KaKJIBIM — HACUJIbHUK

BCC MAJIBYHUKHU MMOCTCOBETCKOI'O MHpa

MBI BC€ MO.]'ILII/IMIO7

106" A larger question could be raised here, about the role of men’s participation in online
discussions of women’s self-representations in poetry. The case of Galina Rymbu’s poem «Mos
BaruHay, briefly contextualized in n 14 above, includes important examples of this trend, not
just the voluminous commentary by male poets and critics, but also the poems written by men
as part of the flash mob supporting Rymbu in the wake of that criticism. See, for example, Alex
Averbukh’s poem «Cxka3 o ToOM kKak MO MaxOHBKOH Xyil...» (posted to Facebook July 7, 2020)
and Iletp PazymoB: «MenbmeBukn» (posted to Facebook July 9, 2020).

107 T11apnosckmii (2017). Subsequent citations from this source.
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from childhood we know
what they do to rapists in the Zone

therefore every
rapist will be silent

every boy is a rapist
every boy in the post-Soviet world
we are all silent.

In effect, Shavlovskii denounces the circular logic of rape culture by showing
the unconscious mechanisms that produce silence and complicity in those who
commit acts of violence.!*

But he does not try to shift responsibility to some anonymous cultural mech-
anisms — on the contrary, he is explicit in acknowledging his own role, as a
man, in keeping that industry alive:

s IPU3HAIOCh B M3HACUJIOBAHUH
MOCJIe MATHAAATH JIET
MOJIYaHUS

Y9TOOBI SIPOCTh TEX

KTO XO4ET BO3ME3 U
o0OpyIIHIach Ha MEHS
3J1eCh U cerdac

1/

B UH/yCTPHUH HACUIIHUS
HET HCKITIOYCHUH

1/

Tex

KTO OTMBIBAET TEJIO
rojgaMu

OT CJIA0BIX CIIENOB
HACUJINS

Kak ecju Obl

s TOT A

9TO I

HW3HACUJIOBAJI BCEX JKEHIIUH
/1]

MMOTOMY YTO HUKTO

He OyzieT 0CBOOOXKICH
HHaye

MOTOMY

4TO

/1]

B UHJTYCTPHUH HACHIIUS
HET UCKITIOUCHUMN

108 The Zone here is a penal colony, and Shavlovskii alludes to the practice in such prisons of
subjecting those convicted of rape to sexual assault.
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I am confessing to rape
after fifteen years

of silence

so that the fury of those
who want vengeance
can descend onto me
here and now

/1

in the violence industry
there are no exceptions
/1

of those

who cleanse the body
for years

of even the weak traces
of violence

as if

I at that time

yes |

raped all women

/11

because no one

will be freed

otherwise

because

/1

in the violence industry
there are no exceptions.

Like Vasiakina’s poem, Shavlovskii’s is calculated to have a strong effect, and he
even integrates into the poem a prose aside that wonders whether he has been too
direct.'” That remark works to intensify the poem’s irony rather than to undercut
its argument.

This is all the more so as Shavlovskii aligns himself with those men whose
own masculinity has been challenged (he suggests that the entire system of gender
and identity is based on coercion, in effect). He recalls being taunted with the
girl’s name «Mamenska» for his long hair when he was in school. His long hair
was read a sign of femininity, and thus of weakness; that girl’s name is also
meant to imply that its bearer is gay; by the end of the poem his long hair is also
associated with what he calls queer monstrosity («kBup-aygosuiie»). But unlike
the laurels that were invoked above, in my account of Stepanova’s poem, here
long hair is transformed into the wreath of snakes that sit on the head of the

109 He writes: «Mos moapyra, MpOUMTAB STOT TEKCT, CKA3a/a, YTO 3TOT METOJ M 3TOT SI3bIK HE
NIEPEal0T TOTO OIBITa, O KOTOPOM s XOUy TOBOPHTh. MOXeT OBITh, CKa3aja OHa, IIOTOMY YTO
3TO ciumkoM rnpsimoit TekeT» (“My girl friend read this text and said that the method and the
language don’t convey the experience I intend. Maybe, she said, because it’s too direct”™).
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Medusa (hence the poem’s title). It is an image that will recur in the poem and
one with which the poet concludes the first part of his poem:
3MEH B MOEH T'OJI0BE JAaBHO MCPTBbI

HO B3IUIAJ €lIe cioco0eH
OCTAHOBHUTH, BO3MOKHO

s1 MallleHbKa
s MEy3a
sl TOBOPIO

the snakes in my head are long ago dead
but their gaze is still able
to cause a stop, maybe

I am a mashen’ka

[ am a medusa

I am speaking.
The power to bring something or someone to a stop is the Medusa’s power to
petrify, but Shavlovskii suggests that his power, brought about not by his gaze
but by his speech act in this poem, instead can bring the violence industry to a
sudden stop.

Like the other poets treated here, Shavlovskii has, wittingly or no,!'® engaged
with a formidable figure in the history of feminist theory: Héléne Cixous, particu-
larly her essay “The Laugh of the Medusa” (first published in French in 1975).
Cixous has written an enormous amount, but this remains her most famous piece
of work, and it generated a force field when it appeared that is comparable to the
work of Irigaray, Rich, Wittig, and others mentioned above. Like Irigaray, she
advocated for a form of women’s writing, [’écriture féminine, that could liberate
authors and readers alike. Cixous writes an exhortation to women to write about
and for each other, and she offers a passionately utopian prediction of the power
of women’s words if can they only be written. Her Medusa is one who laughs
(as she says, “You have only to look at the Medusa straight on in order to see
her. And she’s not deadly. She’s beautiful and she’s laughing™).!!!

Shavlovskii’s poem, with its invocation of the power of the Medusa, reminds
us of how Russia’s women poets, particularly Rymbu, Yusupova, and Vasiakina,
are continuing the work of creating [’écriture feminine, but on their own terms.
His poem demonstrates the power of their words to elicit new forms of discourse
from men. Shavlovskii’s poem is an act of breaking a silence, men’s silence, which

110 Her essay also calls for men to open their eyes, to see themselves clearly, and thus,
implicitly, her essay is also a call meant to rouse them to action. In effect, so is his poem. See
Cixous (1976: 877, including n. 1).

T Cixous (1976: 886). This portion of the essay is the only place where the figure of the
Medusa is present explicitly. But implicitly, the essay embodies the Medusa’s gaze, its beauty
and its laughter, in its every paragraph.
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1s to say, he is roused to speech in support of an end to male domination and an end
to violent acts against women.

To see poetry turning to these topics, with courage, clarity, and conviction in
our benighted age is heartening. It is a way to use speech to stop freedom from
shrinking, to return to Masha Gessen’s words with which I began. It is a way to
return to the story of the body but to write it anew as a story of harm, risk, vul-
nerability, but also strength. That task is being taken up by poets, particularly the
ones discussed here. But there are also tasks that fall to readers: we must learn to
read poems that can be mysterious or hyper-realistic, exhilarating or rage-filled,
endlessly long or frustratingly incomplete, humorous or heavy, explicit or elusive.
Moreover, we are tasked to read with an empathy that recognizes new connec-
tions among poets who looked as if isolated on their islands of difference.!'? It is
also an empathy that creates fresh if unlikely connections — among poets, and
within the communities of poets and readers where poetry yet thrives.
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