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At his death in 1924, after fifty-one years of a prolific creative life, Brjusov
could have been assured that his wish to be remembered in the history of
world literature by at least two lines! would certainly be realized. To insure
the realization of this wish Brjusov left behind not only a novel, several
short stories, critical essays, and manuals of poetics, but also and primarily,
thirteen collections of verse. From 1894 to 1924 Brjusov published his
verses regularly, collection after collection, every few years. Juvenilia, 1894,
was followed by Chefs d’oeuvre, 1896, by Me eum esse, 1897, Tertia Vigilia,
1901, Urbi et Orbi, 1904, Stephanos, 1906, Vse napevy, 1909, Zerkalo
tenej, 1912, Sem’ cvetov radugi, 1915, Devjataja kamena (prepared as a
collection but never published, probably because of the Revolution),
Poslednie mecty, 1919, V takie dni, 1920, Mig, 1921, Dali, 1922, and,
finally, Mea (Hurry), 1924.2

The first six collections of poetry would have been sufficient, however,
to discuss the poetic themes in Brjusov’s poetry. Most critics, moreover,
agree with Mocul'skij that, “Starting with Chefs d’oeuvre through Me eum
esse, Tertia Vigilia, and Urbi et Orbi Brjusov’s poetic creativity follows
unwaveringly an ascending line. Stephanos is the apex, the measure of
perfection accessible to the poet. After that collection the line of descent
begins.”® The critics who do not agree with this view, primarily the Soviet
critics, admit that after Stephanos there was a change in Brjusov’s poetry,
what D. Maksimov calls the “third stage.”* They base their opinions on
Brjusov’s declarations in a letter to N. I. Petrovskaja:

And the time has come when it is no longer possible to travel the road I have travelled.
Urbi et Orbi already gave all that was in me. Stephanos has completed my poetry, has
placed on it really a “wreath.” To go on creating in the same spirit would mean to
repeat oneself. . . . I must prepare all the forces of my soul in order to break the
barriers behind which there will open to me some sort of new vistas. .. .B

Brjusov would wish us to believe that he did succeed in opening new vistas
for himself. Unfortunately, he did not. True, he managed to try some inno-
vations, the most notable of which is the attempt at creating scientific poetry
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which, however, turned out to be nothing more than bad poetry with names
of scientists and scientific terms. Even his poems praising the new Soviet
order were not part of a progression, were not new. Brjusov had praised
heroes before—now the heroes changed names from Napoleon to Lenin—
the qualities Brjusov found in each were the same. There was no change
in Brjusov’s themes after his crowning “wreath” ; everything he wrote was
still part of the same cycle. As Ruprecht, the hero of Brjusov’s novel, The
Fiery Angel, never changed during the course of the novel, so Brjusov
himself never ceased to be a Ruprecht in relation to his poetic themes dur-
ing his whole life. To understand this “Ruprecht-psychology” one must
first, however, understand Decadence. The prime motivation behind Brju-
sov’s poetic themes lies in the understanding of him as a Decadent.

Brjusov’s childhood upbringing and his fin de siécle development were
perfect conditions for the formulations of a decadent outlook on life. Having
learned to read before he was four, Brjusov had at his disposal his father’s
voluminous library. His parents did not believe in special literature for
children and therefore as a child Brjusov read everything and anything
that caught his interest.® The only books which were not available to the
child were fairy tales and religious books. His father, a free thinker, would
not have the child contaminated by any of that fertovicina (p. 102). This
type of fast intellectual growth produced by voluminous reading had a
twofold effect on young Brjusov: he had no friends, no equals, and he
turned to the world of books in his games. “Primarily,” he later recalled,
“I wanted to become a great inventor or a great traveller. I was seduced
by the glory of Keplers, Fultons, Livingstons. While playing (I grew up
without companions . . .) I always imagined myself either as an inventor
of an air boat, or as an astronomer, who discovered a new planet, or as a
seafarer who reached the North Pole.” (p. 103.)

In these childhood fancies it did not matter much that he was all alone.
His loneliness came to fore later, in school. The confrontation with his
schoolmates was a bitter one:

I was 11 years old then. I was not used to dealing with contemporaries (having met
them only during summers at the cottage) and in a crowd of friends I was completely
lost. I knew a lot about which youngsters of my age had not even heard, but I did
not know a thousand small things about which they were very well informed, and
primarily I did not know how to fight or how to curse. . . . In the depth of my soul
I hated them for not knowing anything about the canals on Mars, about the properties
of electricity, about the formation of crystals. . . . Dreaming of becoming in the
future a “great man,” I became accustomed to looking at others somehow from
above. (p. 104.)

The effect of such a confrontation at the age of eleven gave Brjusov, if
anything, the necessary stimuli to continue his withdrawal into the realm of
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fantasy and books. Thus, by early adolescence the primary notion of a
Decadent, aestheticism, was firmly imbedded in Brjusov’s psychological
make-up. At the age of twelve he found another possible escape: into the
world of passions. “I was only 12-13,” he wrote, “when I discovered ‘love
for sale’ and entered into the sphere of cafes and ‘happy houses’ ” (p. 104).
Here he, like everyone else, paid and found that he was not lonely, at least
he could pretend not to be. On the outside, however, he realized that the
world was not a place for him. Values and realities did not match. He was
part of the general uneasiness that prevailed toward the end of the century.
It is not surprising that when he discovered the French Symbolists he felt
an affinity of souls. In the French authors he discovered a creed identical
to his own. They emphasized the autonomy of art, the superiority of artifice
over nature, hostility to the bourgeois world, and an endless quest for new
sensations—qualities which Brjusov possessed from his earliest childhood.

Loneliness, which on the one hand led to extreme egotism and hatred
of people who simply do not understand, led also on the other hand to an
escape into the realms of books. Aestheticism led to belief in the superiority
of artifice to nature and consequently to a nihilistic view of reality. By the
same token, desire for new sensations led to an utter amoralism, no choice
between good and evil, for both were valid as sources of sensations. The
natural end of this was immoralism—for vice was always more fruitful in
producing new sensations than virtue. Eroticism and perverse sexuality
became realities of everyday life and subject matter for aesthetic creations.
Aestheticism, amoralism, and immoralism became a matter of necessity,
and the early acquaintance with “houses of pleasure” confirmed the possi-
bility of new sensations in the sphere of eros. The total lack of religious
upbringing facilitated the acceptance of art over nature, of vice over virtue,
and of self over society, but did not help Brjusov in his aesthetic escape.
At least one path—the path later taken by the “younger” Russian Symbol-
ists—was closed for him. He was not a religious thinker or a metaphysical
one, and the whole Symbolist concept of an outer reality lying behind the
worldly one, behind the symbols, appealed to Brjusov only as a statement
reaffirming the idea that aesthetic reality is superior to the worldly one and
that there are correspondences, polarities, to prove this. In this respect
Mirskij’s formulation is perhaps the best: “His whole philosophy boils
down to juxtapositions, the ‘correspondances’ beloved by Symbolists, to
contrasts and ‘polarities.” 7

Only with this view of Brjusov as a Decadent can one approach the
examination of his poetic themes. Poetry for Brjusov provided the best
means of escape from the reality of everyday lonely life. Georgette Donchin
is correct in maintaining that “almost the entire range of subjects in
symbolist [also decadent] poetry can be correlated to the one theme of
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escapism. The importance attributed to art assumes a new significance if
one considers, as the symbolists did, that art is the best means to forget
life, for it allows the poet to live a passive way and frees him from the
duty of active participation in life.”® Perhaps the last part of Donchin’s
statement can be amplified: that poetry frees the poet not only from the
“duty of active participation in life” but also from the conscious realization
that he is not capable of actively participating in life. Brjusov certainly was
not, except as some sort of leader of men. Brjusov consciously set out to
be a leader of the Russian Symbolists and remained one as long as he could.

Aesthetic escapism was, however, the primary motivation behind Brju-
sov’s poetry. One can find many subjects in his poetry, but basically they
are all related to the few central themes—all of which were avenues of
escape from life and from self.

Three central themes unite all of Brjusov’s poetry from beginning to
end, and that is why, though he claimed a change and did indeed change
his subject matter and verse structure, Brjusov in essence did not change.
He could not lose his preoccupation with his central themes, for to do that
he would have had to undergo a metamorphosis of his soul—a successful
escape—and this he was unable to do.

The three primary themes can best be labeled loneliness, love, and lore.
The remainder of this article will endeavor to show how these three threads
bind all of Brjusov’s poetry and how his various subjects fall under these
three fundamental categories.

The first theme, the theme of loneliness (odinolestvo), is the most
essential, for it is as central in Brjusov’s poetry as it was in his life. It is
actually from the theme of loneliness and because of the desire to escape
from it that the other themes come into being. The loneliness theme in
Brjusov’s poetry, as in his life, has a twofold division. To deal with loneli-
ness in life, Brjusov tried either to run away from people or to rule over
them. In poetry,-on the one hand he bemoaned his loneliness, and on the
other he prided himself in it and expressed his full satisfaction with self.

Loneliness is bemoaned by Brjusov in a full range of feeling—from a
humble adoration for a lonely star to the ravings of a madman. The poet
feels affinity to a lonely star and prays to it: “Tebe, o Sirius, ne znajuscij
ljudej, / Ja voznoSu molen'ja / Sredi tolpy, i v xiZine svoej, / i v mig
poslednij upoen'ja!” (“Zrec,” 84.)° Yet this idealization of far removed
loneliness soon passes, for the poet feels like a lone thief: “Robko, kak vor,
vyxozu, odinok, / Putnik bezvremennyj, gost' ubegajuséij. . .. / Cto mne
lonely journey in which he wanders aimlessly in silence, alone: “Bredu v
molcan'i odinokom” (“Proxlada utrennej vesny,” 109). As if reflecting
during his mute lonely wanderings, Brjusov devotes a whole poem to his
loneliness in which all of its bitterness is portrayed. There is no escape from
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the loneliness which imprisons one at the depth of one’s soul. Not through
love, for even in passion one is alone. The circle of loneliness is impene-

trable:

IIpoxogaT xHE, MPOXOKAT CPOKH,
CBOGORE TIMETHO SKAMAEM MBI,
Mu GecromajgHO OAHHOKHE

Ha pue csoeit fymu-TiOpBMEL !

IlpucymaeHEn MB K BeUHOH Kexbe,
U B Hame TyCKIOE OKHO

Uymxoe rope m Becerbe

Tax ZbABOIBCKE HCKAXKEHO.

HanpacHO XE3HP NMPOXOTHT DAKOM

3a JHAME JeHB, 33 TOZOM TOJ.

M= 1xeM TI0GOBBIO, CIOBOM, BBTAALOM,—
Bes cymmuocTs wenoBexa Jxer!

Her cmn ckasarb, HET CHI YCIHINIATh,
HeBaacrHO yX0, MEDPTB S3HIK.

Jums BpeMs sHaeT, YeM YTEHHATH
Besyuno Bommmomuii KpuK.

CpriBail mOCIERHAE OfEMTE

U 1pyxeo Beell Ha IPYAh UPHILHHE,—
Iloprs Geccunen! mer majempysi!

U B camoit crpactd M ofHH !

. e

1 nyrHEK, OCpefHHe IyTa,

Kpyrom Gpocaer TmeTHEE B3Op:

Mgur BegHO, BETHO B IGHTPE KPYra,

U Beuno 3aMEHYT Kpyrosop !
(*“Opuuogecrso,” 206-207.)

The effect on one’s soul after the realization that the circle of loneliness is
an inescapable cell can be devastating. Madness is imminent. Brjusov gives
a glimpse of this derangement in his poem, “The Madman”:

Uro6 MeHI He YBHZEI HHKTO,

Ha nporyikax s mpagycs, Kakx TPYC,
IIpunofEAR BODOTHHK Y IAIBTO

U Ba GpoBE HagBHHYI KapTys.

S BeTpeualo Harme Texa,
Ilocumensie B PHIXIOM CHeTy,
S uunyTE y6uiicTB crepery

U cuewcs Gecmomajgro ¢ yria.

A cnycrawocs x pexe. ITox mocrom
BriGupaio yrpiomuii cyrpoG.
H mormiy xomamw f B HeM,
H 10xych B IPHIOTOBIGHHEHHK Ipol.
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BaropaeTcs KOM...H JPYIOi. ..

Bor Becs ropog mEIAET B OIHE. ..

Ho mo6ywocs ma Gieck Koporoi

ToIpKO0 #—B XeJAHON THIIHHE.
(“Cynacmepnmnii,” 88-89.)

The eerie picture of the “hero” lying in a grave and watching with glee
the burning of the city reminds one of the Nero legend. Though the malady
to which loneliness can drive a man is frightening, Brjusov confesses that
he likes to be alone, to wander in loneliness, aimlessly: “Ljublju odno:
brodit' bez celi / Po Sumnym ulicam, odin; / Ljublju Casy svjatyx bezdelij,
/ Casy razdumij i kartin.” (“Ljublju odno,” 211.) He likes to be alone, for
while alone and giving free reign to his thoughts he can create the world
of his fantasy. From his youth he was a dreamer and now his aestheticism
makes him assert that the artistic worlds of his thought are far superior to
the real world around him: “Sozdal ja v tajnyx meétax / Mir ideal'noj
prirody,— / Ctb pered nim étot prax: / Stepi, i skaly, i vody!” (“Cetkie
linii gor,” 100.) He repeats the same idea more emphatically, declaring that
soon the real world will perish and only the world of thought will remain:

Ects 9T0-TO 1m0B0PHOE B MOIIE TPHPOALI,
Hemas Bpamja K IygaM KpacOTH:

Hag MupoM CKaX IpOHOCATCHA TOAEL,

Ho BeYeH TOIEKO MHD MEUTEHL

ITycrait e IPO3HT OKEaH HEHIMEHHEIH,
IIycTs ropfo cuar zejAHbIe XPeGTH :
Hacramer jeHr KOHNa AIA BCEIEHHOM,

H Bewer Toasko Mump MeuTsl. (crp. 101.)

Later on he went one step further and postulated that perhaps all of life is
nothing but a subject for vivid poems. But to realize this one had to love,
accept, and cherish one’s loneliness—one had to be a complete egotist. Brju-
sov makes this quite clear in his two poems addressed to the poet. In the
first, he gives the poet three commandments: look to the future, love your-
self, worship art. In the second, he amplifies the idea and emphasizes cold
detachment and utter passivity:

IOnoma 6xefHsIE CO B3OPOM TOPAIAM,
Hrme gaio s 1e6e Tpm 3aBeTa:
IlepBrifi mpuMH: He KUBH HACTOAIIHM,
Toxpko Ipaxymee—Oo0IaCT MOSTA.

IToMEE BTOpOii: HHKOMY HEe COTIYBCTBYIL,
Cam me ceba moxo6u GecrmpepeabHo.
Tpernit XpaEd: MOKIOHAHCA HCKYCCTBY,
Toxsk0 ey, GespasiyMuo, GeCHeABHO.
(“IOnomy mosty,” 96.)
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TH gommeH GHTH TOPJHM, KaK SHAMSA;
Tst pommeHn GHTH OCTPHM, Kak MET;
Kax JanTy, mogsemMuoe miaMs
Joxmuo Te6e mex: 0GmKeUs.

Beero 6yap X0XOfHEIH. CBHXETENH,
Ha BCE yerpemuas cBOi B3Op.
Ja Gymer TBoa xo6pojeTerr—
ToroBrOCTH B3OfiTH Ha KoOCTep.

BuTh MOXKeT, BCE B JKH3HH IAIB CPELCTBO
Jis ApKO-IEeBYIAX CTHXOB,

" ta ¢ GecmevalbHOTO JeTCTBA

Hmna coueranms CIoB.

B mumnyTH 1060BHRIX 06BATHI
K Geccrpacrsio ceGst IpHHEBOLS,
U s wac GecnomafmHX pacmATHit
IIpocaass mcrynrennyio Goxs.

B crax ytpa u Gesgme BeuepHeil

Jlom, uro menmerT TeGe Pox,

" nommEm: or Bexa W3 TepHHI

Ilosry saBeTHHIE BEHOK.

(“Iloary,” 287.)

The most important element in both poems is the emphasis on withdrawal,
on maintaining oneself free from contamination by others and especially by
life, on narcissistic egotism. In another poem Brjusov restates this more
blatantly, claiming that there is no other behest than to believe in oneself,
to see oneself as above oneself: “Ja ne znaju drugix objazatel'stv, / Krome
dejstvennoj very v sebja. ... / Unosjas' v bezbreznost', / Za soboju videt'
sebja.” (“Objazatel'stva,” 110-111.) This liturgy to the “I” closes the
cycle of the loneliness theme. From bemoaned loneliness Brjusov progressed
toward a world of his own creation where his loneliness was no longer a
bother but a means to create that world. He ended this theme with a paean
to the lone and egotistical self.

Brjusov might have wished that his egotism would act as an antidote
to his loneliness, that the world created by his thought would suffice for
him to dwell in. But under the egotistic shell there still gnawed the worm
of loneliness, and the poet was still surrounded by all his numerous enemies.
In a rather morbid poem Brjusov admits all this, comparing himself to St.
Sebastian .(“Sebast'jan,” 303).

When he was still a young boy he found that. loneliness could be for-
gotten in a “house of pleasure.” Perhaps one could forget if one were to
submerge oneself in poetry of love—the second major theme in Brjusov’s
poetry. As a continuation of the “Great. Escape,” Brjusov expands his
second theme to encompass a multitude of subjects. He is perhaps best
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known for this theme, in which are included all the poems dealing with
eroticism, exoticism, and erotic perversity. Brjusov handles the theme in
a wide range, from simple love lyrics 4 la Heine to macabre erotic perversity
4 la Baudelaire. The Heine influence Brjusov admits himself: “Juvenilia
is the first book of my poetry. The poems are written under a strong in-
fluence of Heine and Verlaine. . . .” (p. 719.) The Baudelaire influence
is also noted by critics, primarily Donchin, who claims: “Amoralism in
Bryusov is usually connected with pronounced eroticism. The range of
evils analysed by Baudelaire is equally narrow. . . . Bryusov’s indebtedness
to Baudelaire in this respect is apparent from his earliest poems.”*?

The second theme, love, can be roughly divided into four groups. The
first may be termed idyllic and consists of poems in a standard love-lyric
form. It is the smallest group in the love theme and is perhaps best exempli-
fied by a little poem in Juvenilia, “My vstretilis' s neju slucajno” (71-72),
where the last two lines (“Vot staraja skazka, kotoroj / Byt' junoj vsegda
suzdeno.”) are a direct reference to Heine’s poem, “Ein Jiingling liebt ein
Madchen”; the whole poem expresses conventional attitudes about love.?

The second group of the love theme can be classified as exotic and
macabre eroticism. Here the poet approaches love as a phenomenon con-
current with exotic lands and places, as in the following poem where love
takes the poet to the hot noon of Java: “Moja ljubov'—paljascij polden'
Javy, / Kak son razlit smertel'nyj aromat, / Tam jasCery, zracki prikryv,
lezat, / Zdes' po stvolam svivajutsja udavy.” (“PredCuvstvie,” 77.) In
another instance, Java is replaced by exotic Egypt (“Vstreca,” 299). The
exotic scenery often leads the poet to think of very strong passions—so
strong that they become macabre, as in the poem already quoted, in Java,
where, after the exotic scene is presented, the poet exclaims, “. . . My budem
naslazdat'sja,— / . . . Tela spletat', kak para zadnyx zmej!” Exotic scenery
is not necessary, however, for Brjusov to think of macabre passion, for
even without an exotic background he dreams of kissing the lips of a corpse:
“Ja odnoju mectoju volnuem: / . . . pripast' poceluem / K dorogim
poblednev§im gubam” (“Bto matovym velerom maja,” 106), a desire which
is more fully expressed in the poem “V polnoc¢'” where the lovers (and the
readers, for that matter) discover toward the end of the poem that they are
in a grave: “ ‘Il' my v mogile, vnov', kak prezde? / —‘Da, my v mogile,
vnov', kak prezde.”” (p. 302.)

‘The macabre intermingling of love and corpses is not far removed
from the third group of poems in the love theme. These may be classified
under perverse and masochistic eroticism. A strong amount of perversity is
present in many love poems. Torture linked with love plays a major role.
In one poem, after describing a young girl about to be burned at the stake
and first beaten by her tormentors, Brjusov ends the poem with an indirect
comparison to love: “Vsja v krovi podnjata paladami, / ‘Ja ljublju’ ty
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xotela skazat'” (“V proslom,” 84). In another poem the difference between
passion and torture is completely indistinct, for the poet wonders: “Gde ze
my: na strastnom loze / II' na smertnom kolese?” (“V zastenke,” 255.)
Perversity can be seen in the shameless voyeurism indulged in by

Brjusov’s poetic hero. In one instance he watches shadows as a whole
passionate scene is vividly described (“Teni,” 77-78). In another, the
voyeurism is more direct. Brjusov’s hero (the lyrical “I”) is now a slave
of a beautiful princess, and in the long poem “Rab” he watches the princess
make love while he is chained to her bed like a dog. Though he is punished
for it, he does not repent, but only wishes that he might live through that
night once again:

" B Ty me HOYb & GHI NMPHKOBAH

Y moma mapCKoro, Kak mec.

" Becs gpoxal #, 09apOBaH
IlpegayBcrreM Ge3BEeCTHRIX IDEs.

DR

U napaim ee OfemIH

Jo Trarm, GhiBmed Ha TIDYIM. ..
U B ymace COMKHYI s BEeMKJHL ..
Ho ronoc Mume menmyn: raapm!

o« o

" 6nno Bcé ma Gpex moxoxe!
A 6mx cpEjeTexs Yap HOUHKIX,
Beero, uro Taiimo Kpoer IoKe,
Hx comporaumit, CTOHOB HX.

Bor cocraH 4 B KaMEHOIOMHIO,
Jpo6uo rpaEdT, CTEPAA KPOBE.
Ho 5Ty HoYs & momMHH! mOMHIO!
0, ecam 6 mePEKHTH BCE—BHOBD !
(“Pa6,” 190.)

To perversity and its commingling of love and torture is related the maso-
chistic element. In a mild expression of it, the poet thanks his beloved for
the pain of her love (“Blagoslovenie,” 301). The masochism is more pro-
nounced in the following excerpt, as the poet waits in joyous expectation
for the tortures ahead : “Opjat' bezzalostnye ruki / . . . Opjat' na scast'e i
na muki / Menja mgnoven'ja obrekli.” (“Opjat' bezzalostnye ruki,” 343.)

The ultimate end of masochistic love is to be loved to death. The
fourth group of poems in the love theme deals precisely with death, the
ultimate escape connected with love. In that same poem about the exotic
land of Java the poet shows the final conclusion of the exotic macabre love
described in the poem: “Den' proskol'znet. Glaza tvoi smezatsja. / To budet
smert'.—I savanom lian / Ja obov'ju tvoj nepodviznyj stan.” (‘“Predcuvst-
vie,” 77.) In approaching love one must be ready not only for torture but
also for the acceptance of the chalice of death: “Ljubov', protivnik neo-
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bornyj, / Ja uznaju tvoj kubok Cernyj / I me¢, vznesennyj nado mnoj”
(“Kubok,” 253). There is no doubt in Brjusov’s mind that love has one
ultimate conclusion, as expressed in this programmatic poem:

Jo6oBs BejeT HaC K OJHOMY,
Ho pasmriMm myramm:

IIpoxogmms TH CKBOZH CKOPGH M THMY,
A oczemren rysaMm.

J060BF IPHBOJAT K OXHOMY,—
Br, mo6amue, BepnTe l—
CkBo3h CKRODPGL M DaZOCTH, CBET M THMY
K 6ramenno-cTpamuoit cmeptu! (345-346.)

Donchin quotes Zinaida Gippius as saying that no one had more necrophil
poems than Brjusov.'? One need not, however, quote more than the few
examples given above to realize that the second major theme of Brjusov’s
poetry, love, with its four groups of idyllic, exotic and macabre, perverse
and masochistic, and death poems, upon reaching death, exhausted itself.
Death was the ultimate escape, but it was possible to experience it only
aesthetically, on paper. The risk in trying it “for .real” was too great. It is
curious, however, why love by itself, without death, was not enough for
Brjusov. Several critics have dealt with this problem, and their insight is
quite correct. Xodasevi¢, for one, claims that Brjusov “. . . not loving and
not respecting people, did not fall in love even once with any of those with
whom he chanced to ‘share the bed.” All the women of Brjusov’s poems are
as identical as two drops of water: that is because he did not love any of
them, did not distinguish them, did not know them. It is possible that he
really loved only love. But his lovers he did not notice.”*®

Another critic, Viktor Cernov, also finds fault in Brjusov’s love poems
for similar reasons as Xodasevi¢, but his condemnation boils down to out-
right accusations of egotism.'* The trouble, therefore, seems to lie in Brju-
sov’s own dictum : “Vsego bud' xolodnyj svidetel'.” This coolness and aloof-
ness could never permit him to fall in love. Yet it is precisely this aloofness
that other critics praise in him. The best expression of this attitude is given
by V. Setschkareff:

Brjusov’s “academic coolness,” for which he is often reproached, seems to characterize
his prose as well as his poetry; but this “coolness” is a literary attitude enabling him
to see life in every form from a distance. He will never appeal to readers who seek
the exhibition of strong emotions, but the subtlety of his seeming coolness proves that
these emotions are still present and only controlled by an artistic judgment to which
the clearness of the outlines means more than the appeal to immediate feeling.15

Perhaps Setschkareff is correct. The sad fact, however, remains that without
really feeling love Brjusov could not actually experience it, and therefore
the second avenue of escape from the lonely self proved to be a failure.
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The love theme did not work out, and Brjusov sought relief in the third
major theme of his poetry, “lore.”

Like the first two themes, this theme is also subdivided into smaller
groups. There are three: ancient lore (history), modern lore (myth), and
future lore (prophecy). The theme of lore is also very voluminous in exam-
ples, for Brjusov devoted whole cycles of poems to it. It is one such cycle
in the first group of the lore theme, ancient lore, that is considered to be
Brjusov’s best poetry. It occurs in his crowning collection, Stephanos, under
the title “Pravda vefnaja kumirov” (The Everlasting Truth of Idols).
“That beautiful cycle,” writes Mirskij, “is the center and height of Brju-
sov’s creativity—and one of the best decorations in our modern poetry.”’18
Poggioli adds to this the statement, “It was this group of poems, ham-
mered or chiseled out of a hard and noble matter, that earned for Brjusov
the label of ‘poet of marble and bronze’ which Belyj awarded him.”?

In none of the available editions is this cycle given in complete form.
Out of the available poems, probably the best illustration of how Brjusov
handles ancient lore can be found in the poem “Antonij”:

Ts Ha BakaTHOM HeGOCKIOHE

BEIHX, TOPKECTBEHHEIX BpeMeH,

Kax mcmoamu cromms, AHTOHEHA,

Kax spxmit, He3a0BeHHEI COE.
ToGepuriit 1aBp, ¥ CKANTD BCEIEHHOIM,
U pareii mpormTy KpoBh

Tw Gpocma Ha BeCH, HafMeHHEHI,—
U nepesecuna 106085 !

Korza Bepmmimch cygs6t Mmpa
Cpega BcueneHHHX 6oeM CTPYil,—
Benen w mypnyp TpEYMBHDA

Ts mpoMeHsN Ha IONEXyil.

Kax num6, Jw0Goss, TBOE CHAHBE
Haj scemnm, ko morm6, moba!
Buamen, kKT0 Bejal mOCMEJHBE,
U ctag, m ruGears—-za Teba!

0, paft Mme mpelmil TOT e BEIHYTH,

U B wac, Korja He KomHueH 0of,

Kax Germeny, xopaGib CBOH KHHYTH

Beneg sa ermmerckoil xopmoii! (250-251.)

What Brjusov praises in Mark Anthony are traits of a Decadent—a hero
who gave all for a kiss. In this, Brjusov was trying to identify himself
with mythological or historical personages and, after finding an affinity with
them, explain himself to himself—and thus escape. “The Everlasting Truth
of Idols” is by far not alone in the poetry of Brjusov. There are other cycles
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devoted to the ancient lore theme. In Tertia Vigilia there is the cycle
“Ljubimcy vekov” (Favorites of the Ages) where Brjusov identifies with
such personages as Psyche, Circe, Moses, Alexander the Great, Cleopatra,
Mary Stuart, and Napoleon. In all these he seeks a kindred decadent spirit :
in Circe her ability to be calm and cool during passion and to rule over the
passions ; in Moses his rejection by his people and his duty to them in con-
tempt; in Alexander the Great his incessant drive from one faith to an-
other; in Cleopatra her immortality in love which still rules the imagina-
tions of poets. Napoleon the great colossus is praised, although in a typically
Russian attitude not without scorn.

Reality was not something which appealed to the decadent mind of
Brjusov, but he realized that even in reality there could be found a man-
made artistic element which interested him. Thus came into being the
second group in the lore theme—modern lore, which Brjusov termed
“Sovremennost'.”

There are various subjects in this group. The most important ones are
patriotism, the Soviets, and the city. First notes of patriotism which soon
turned to outright chauvinism and jingoism were sounded by Brjusov
during the Russo-Japanese War, which coincided with his collection
Stephanos. In the cycle “Sovremennost'’ Brjusov declares that the poet
is always on the side of the people “when a storm is brewing” (“Kinzal”).
Patriotism rings in the following lines: “Vot ¢ego zdali my, deti stepej! /
Vot ona, srodnaja serdcu stixija! / Cudo sversilos': na grani svoej / Stala
Rossija.” (“K tixomu okeanu,” 267.) Patriotism with overtones of jingo-
ism is heard in “K sograzdanam” (p. 270) and in “Cusima” (p. 271).
The peace-seekers and -makers are damned in a completely jingoistic in-
vective: “No vy bezvol'ny, vy bespol'ny, / Vy skrylis' za svoim zatvorom. /
. . . Poét vencaet vas pozorom.” (“Da! cepi mogut byt' prekrasny,” 274.)

After the Russo-Japanese War and disillusionment with it, Brjusov
turned his attention to the revolutionary ferment in his society. The
“Soviet” subject of his third poetic theme begins as early as 1905 and
grows steadily till the end of his life. Brjusov the Decadent served all gods
and in his apolitical amorality accepted all creeds:

Moii pyx He Hm3HEMOT BO MIJe IpPOTHBOpeUmil,
He oGeccmiex yM B CIEIIEHBAX DOKOBEHIX.
S Bce Meurn x06I0, MHE JOPOTH BCe DEYH,
U Bcem GoraM s HOCBAMAK CTHX.
(“d,” 118.)

Xouy, 9106 BCIOAY IIABAIA
CsoGognas Iagpd,
B Tocnoga u Irasoxa
Xouy mpoCIaBETH .

(““3. H. T'ennmye,” 229.)



Principal Themes in Brjusov’s Poetry 419

It is not surprising, therefore, that he could accept the new Soviet regime
which he formerly dubbed the “Approaching Huns” (Grjaduséie gunny).
Yet there is an element of truth in Mirskij’s contention'® that Brjusov
joined the Soviet cause out of loneliness, having been abandoned by his
fellow admirers toward the end of his life—a statement which is wholly
supported by Xodasevi¢’s reminiscences, where he paints Brjusov toward
the end of his life as not much more than a Peredonov scheming for
power.'® Whatever the reason for Brjusov’s choice, it is not surprising
when one remembers that Brjusov always admired force and strength. After
1905 when Russia showed herself to be weak he chose the next strong
force, and it happened to be the “Approaching Huns.”

Thus, in the second group of the third theme, modern lore, one finds a
series of poems devoted to the revolutionaries and finally to the Soviets and
their hero Lenin. Hating half-measures, Brjusov strikes out at the liberals
who were satisfied with the limited constitution: “Na étix vsex, dovol'nyx
malym, / Vy, deti plamennogo dnja, / Vosstan'te smeréem, smertnym
Skvalom” (“Dovol'nym,” 278). He prophesies the coming of the Soviets
and relishes the thought of total power and total destruction: “Bessledno
vsé sgibnet, byt' moZet, / . . . No vas, kto menja unictozit, / Vstrecaju
privetstvennym gimnom.” (“Grjaduslie gunny,” 279.) When the Revolu-
tion did arrive, he urges it to spread as the red horse of the apocalypse
whose rider wars and judges and is a forerunner of the New World: “Vsé
vpered, za gran', za pregrady / Alym vsadnikom—mdis'!” (“K russkoj
revoljucii,” 431.) He eulogizes the new crest of the new force and sees in
the hammer and sickle a universal unifier and leveler: “V edinyj snop,
serp, nas vlozi, / V edinyj cokol' skuj nas, molot!” (“Serp i Molot,” 435.)
And, finally, he praises the new hero, the new Colossus, Lenin: “Rastet iz
bur' oktjabr'skix: Lenin / Na rubeze, kak velikan” (“Lenin,” 470).

The second group of the third theme, modern lore, contains one more
subject, the city. It was the contemporary city which attracted Brjusov;
it was a man-made creation and therefore better than nature; it was seamy
and squalid, a monster. First, the city is viewed as an aesthetic creation
which appeals to the poet. The beauty of the city is short-lived, however,
and, in “Slovno nezdesnie teni,” Brjusov sees it as a huge tomb:

A x06r0 Goxsmume xoma

U yskme yiumer ropoxa,—

B nmm, xorga He HacTrala SEMa,
A oceBp moBeara XO0IOKOM.

IIpocTpancTea mw6r0 mromanei,
CreHaME KPYIOM OTDaICHHAE,—
B gac, rorga eme HeT (oHApeH,
A 3aTennuIECh BBEBJIH CMYIICHHEE.
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Topox u ramEm M6,

T'poxor ero m mymsl meByIme,—

B mur, korga mecumo ITyGOKO Talo,

Ho B BocTOpre cammy cossyuma. (132-133.)

Cx0BHO HeBJieIIHEE TEHH,
Crenn MeHA 06CTymmim:
Jymur 6panx moxoxeHmit!
B ropoge a—=xkaxr B Mormiue.

31aHAA—XHITHEE BBEPH

C cormeit HecHTHIX yTPOG!

CTpammEs BaKDHITEHE JBEDH:

Kampas rommara—rpo6! (crp. 136.)

The city as a tomb is but a momentary impression. The town has life, like
the city of all cities, the “many faced” Paris (“Paryz”). The city is alive
with electric lights; it speaks with telegraph wires (“Sumerki”). It is a
huge, live monster bent on self-destruction: “Kovarnyj zmej, s volsebnym
vzgljadom! /. .. Ty noz, s svoim smertel'nym jadom, / Sam podymaes'
nad soboj.” (“Gorodu,” 307.)

Once the town is destroyed it will rise again like the Phoenix and the
city of the Future will be born. But this is the beginning of the last group
in the third theme: future lore. In the poem to the young poet Brjusov
proclaimed that “the future was the realm of the poet.” He himself used this
realm in a whole series of poems. There are, again, three main subjects.
There is the future city, man’s conquest of space, and scientific poetry.

Brjusov envisioned the future of the world as the future of the city,
which was to grow big enough to encompass the whole earth. In the more
beautiful of his visions into the future he exclaims:

Epurniit Topox cxpoer map seMHOIM,
Kax B uemylo, 3 CBEpKAKINAE CTEKIA,
Yro6 BETHO HKHTH IACKATeIbHOH BECHOI,
Yro6 nECTHEB BelIeHb OCEHHI0 He OIEKIa;

Yro6 me Gmi0 paccBeTOB m HOTeH,
Ho wmerniit cser, Ges obGaaxom, Ges TemHm;
Yro6 me Obil Mup HH TBOH, HE MOH, HAYei,
Ho ofmuil jap HAymMHUX DOKOIEHHIL.

(“K cuacmamesin,” 279.)

Yet it is not the beautiful that Brjusov sees most often, it is the horrible
attained by science carried to the extreme—a totalitarian city:

H, xax KomMapHHHA COH, BHjeHhEM GECIOMAIHEM,
UynoBEmeM DaBMEDEHHO TDOMAJHBIM,

C CTeEIAHHBIM WepemoM, NOKPHBIIEM INap BEMHOIR,
Tpagymnit Topog-KoM ABIAICA mPEXO MHOM.
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TIpmoT BeMHHX nI6MeH, DASMOUCHHEIE II0 THCIAM,
O6s3aE xusHEEI0 (MamuHa U3 MamuH])
Koxecam, 610ranM, KOpOMEICIAM,
IlpexBagen a Te6sa, seMIum mOCHeJHHH CHH
IlpexuyBcTBOBAT # MHBHD BAMKHYTHX HOKOICHHI,
Hx pyMEl, cmaTHe IOSHAHbEM, HX MEUTH,
MeuraM GHINX BeKOB HOABIACHE® KaK TeHH,
Becs ymac mepecrasmeil mycTOTH |
IIpegayBcTBOBAX paba IOZABIEHEYH ApOCTH
1 TopmecTByOmEX MHOIOOGDaSHHE COH,
Beex Hammx MOMHCIOB 0GMaHYTYI0 CTapOCTS,
Cpor 3aBepIIHBIIEXCS BpeMeH |

(““BayrnyTae,” 171.)

This vision has a direct relation to a similar view of the future which
Brjusov portrayed in one of his short stories, “Zemlja.” Here he pictured
also a huge city in which people live on artificial air in a city sealed off
from the atimosphere. The people long for the sun, for the open sky, and
construct machines to open the dome which closes them in. They have
forgotten that past the dome there is no more atmosphere. When the
machines do open the dome: “Many give out a groan. After which in a
wild frenzy all rise from their knees. The eyes of the people are wide open,
hands outstretched. And slowly, slowly, the whole quiet hall is turned into
a cemetery of immobile contracted bodies.”2°

In the poems dealing with man’s conquest of space, however, the
view into the future is much more optimistic. The best poem to illustrate
this is “Komu-to,” where Brjusov addresses the future spaceman:

dapwman, uip Pair, map k10 6 TH HE 6HLX!
Coemu ! HacTax mociefHui gac!
KopaGup mCkaHmi B raBaHb IPHOELT,
IIpocropst HeGa MaHAT Hac!

Ham Bex BHOBS B Jegara mosepni,
Ero cypoBHi IHK BOBHEC,

U MepTBHIM IEDKYIEM H3MEDHI
B03MOKHOCTh HEBOBMOKHEIX IDEB.
Tax! MH HCHOIHAM B3aBEIIAHBE
Beamrux mpenros. Ilap semuoi
Msr noxE0 nmpmMeM B 0GIafaHbe,
Topfacs xOpoHO# UeTBEpHOIL.

IIycts, TOpmeCTBYdA, BEHXPH MOryImi
BspesawT kpmaba xopabud,

A TaM, BHHBY, B DPODHBAX TYyUH,
Cumeer w croxpsuT semuaa! (821-322.)
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The least successful and the least important of all the subjects in this theme
are found in the poems dealing with scientific language. Brjusov, having
exhausted everything else, decided that it would be well to link science, the
art of the future, with poetry. He tried to write what he called neucnaja
poézija. Two stanzas should suffice as illustration:

Jas $apPoHOBHX DALYEHHX IOTOCOB
Hermunm 1m ¢paxa yskm,

T'ne BOT-BOT agamamT leges motus-oB
Hrwrora—pasieTaTca B Kyckm!

Ilpm mpemmeM CONENe TXAAHET JeHb, H, K TailHan
Ilpuancaen, crageT (GacHOCIOBEHE—CIOH.
Bpex B cmene Opegos—Apxmmes ¢ DiEmMTARHOM,
Jerenga xer—MockBa uib Bapuiom.

(“Jerenga zet,” 458.)

“The Great Escape” into themes of poetry was at an end. Brjusov was
running out of time to find new themes, and the old ones did not seem to
have succeeded in providing him with a way out. Having tried the themes
of loneliness, love, and lore, or in decadent terms egotism, amoralism, and
aestheticism, Brjusov finally escaped the natural way. He died.

Stephen Spender best expressed the futility of the decadent man, of
writers like Brjusov and his friends, when he wrote that “. . . the deeper
the writers of the individual vision penetrated into contemporary reality,
the greater the difficulty of communication with the reader. Several works
have been written during the first half of this century which should termi-
nate not with FINIS or THE END . . . but with the warning DEAD
END.”2

Brjusov’s escape was a failure, but the paths he left behind, at least
some of them, were anything but failures. The highest praise, in this
respect, bestowed on Brjusov came from Poggioli: “Thus it is only fair
to compare the task which Brjusov fulfilled in his own nation and time to
that which Horace had accomplished for the poetry of classical Rome, and
of which he had boasted in ‘Exegi monumentum’: like the Roman poet,
who had transposed the song of Greece into Latin modes, Brjusov gave a
Russian voice to the poetry of France.”?2

The two lines about Brjusov in world literature have been written, and
that had been his wish.
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NOTES

1

B. Xogacesnt, “Bprocos: OrpmBrE u3 BocnoMmEammil,” <«CoBpeMEHHEHE BAIHACKH,»
XXIII (1924), 222. Xodasevi¢ quotes Brjusov as saying, “I want to live in
order that in the history of world literature there be two lines about me. And
they will be there.” All translations of Russian in this article are my own.
Posthumously Brjusov has been republished in three edited collections: Baxepmit
Bprocos, «Hz6pannre craxoTsopenna,» pefs. Hoauna Bpiocosa (M., 1954); Baxepumit
Bprocos, «Hsbpammse counmuenus,» pej. M. M. Bpwocosa (M., 1955); Barepmit
Bpiocos, «CruxorBoperns m mosms,y pex. M. WM. Hmrman (J., 1961). For the pur-
poses of this study the 1961 edition was used, for it seems to be the most com-
plete. The previously unpublished poemns, collected into the 1936 edition, B.
Bpiwocos, «<Hemsgarusie craxorsopennay (M., 1936), were not discussed in this essay.
K. B. Mouyascxnit, «Baxepmii Bpiocoss (Paris, 1962), 115,

I. E. Makcumos, “Ilostraeckoe TBopuecrso Barepma Bpocosa,” introductory article
to Brjusov, Stixotvorenija i poémy, 51.

Quoted in the notes to Brjusov, Stizotvorenija i poémy, 780.

B. Bpmocos, “ArtoGuorpagua,” «Hcropus pycckoil imteparypi,» pep. C. A. Bemre-
pos (M., 1914), 103. Brjusov wrote: “In our family they held the idea that there
should not exist a special ‘children’s’ literature, that children should read the
same that the grownups do. Therefore from the start I had at my disposal not
only the shelves of our home library but also the ones from the public library to
which we ‘belonged.” . . .” Further page references to this autobiography are
given in text.

I, Cearononk Mumpcknii, “Barepuii fdxorrermy Bpiocos,” «CoBpeMEHHSE BaIHCKH,»
XXII (1924), 421.

Georgette Donchin, The Influence of French Symbolism on Russian Poetry (The
Hague, 1958), 126.

All page references given in text are to Stixotvorenija i poémy (L., 1961).
Donchin, 141.

Some other typical poems in this cycle are: “O korga 6 & massax coen” (110),
“Ocerumit femp Grx Tyck: m ckygen” (138), “ mobmo” (141-142).

Donchin, 136.

Xodasevi¢, 221,

Buxrop Uepmos, “Opoc m meura B nossmm Barepms Bpuocosa,” «Basers,» 1913,
Ne 12, cTp. 73.

V. Setschkareff, “The Narrative Prose of Brjusov,” IJSLP, I/II (1959), 265.
Mirskij, 422.

Renato Poggioli, The Poets of Russia (Cambridge, Mass., 1960), 104.

Mirskij, 425.

Xodasevié, 233-234.

Quoted by Mocul'skij, 132.

Stephen Spender, The Creative Element (London, 1953), 179.

Poggioli, 101.
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