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“Boi v lubke”. Notes for interpretation of Velimir Khlebnikov’s “superstory” “Voina v myshelovke”
1. About a textological mishap
“Voina v myshelovke” is an example of a literary cycle based on a certain composition and thematic method, which Khlebnikov had been using since early 1910s. It was most clearly implemented in the “superstory” “Deti Vydry” (1914), then in “Zangezi” (1922), whose foreword offered a definition of the new “supergenre” in the metaphorical manner that was intrinsic to their author: “Sverkhpovest’, ili zapovest’, skladyvaetsia iz samostoiatel’nykh otryvkov, kazhdyi s svoim osobym bogom, osoboi veroi i osobym ustavom. <…> Rasskaz est’ zodchestvo iz slov. Zodchestvo iz “rasskazov” est’ sverkhpovest’”.
 “Rasskaz” in this context refers to a structural narrative unit as such (Khlebnikov’s “stroevaia edinitsa”) with no attention to its form and genre: both prosaic, dramatic and poetic fragments may constitute a separate “ploskost’” from the “koloda ploskostei”. Modern researchers consider such avant-garde aim at creating a “supergenre” unity to be analogous to genre montage in terms of “secondary syncretism”
 or, taking into account the neomythological character of Khlebnikov’s poetic thinking, bricolage,
 which implies the creation of new meaning from an unexpected combination of heterogeneous elements and artifacts.

The notion “superstory” also refers to those movable “supercycles” of large volume that do not contain prosaic fragments. For instance, in the publication prepared by V. P. Grigor’ev i A. E. Parnis “Voina v myshelovke” is explicitly defined as “superstory” and placed in the respective section; one can find the term “super-(long poem)” as well. Khlebnikov himself called “Voina v myshelovke” a “long poem”. For convenience this article uses the author’s definition when it comes to the “supergenre” nature of this work. 

In “Voina v myshelovke” Khlebnikov gathered the texts that he had published in 1915—1918 (as a rule, including versions) and new ones created after 1919, some fragments of which were edited when being prepared for print (p. 693—694). Apart from that, a number of pieces from “Voina v myshelovke” were included in the posthumous poem collection “Stikhi” (M., 1923), which Khlebnikov managed to compose before death, and the book entitled “Krysa”, which was prepared, but never appeared in print.
 Therefore, here we deal with the phenomenon of open dynamic structure, which is typical for avant-garde discourse and reveals itself in the continuous flow of versions. In the meantime the number of architectonic elements is gradually growing, while the thematic integrity is falling apart and getting diffused, in part through the intensification of associations and the surging role of literary devices. Ronald Vroon offered a fairly precise definition of the “superstory” “Voina v myshelovke” — “a kind of personal anthology of anti-militarism” (italics ours. — N. G.),
 which implies a shift of the thematic “ploskost’” towards original creative insights with regard to respective aberration.

The title “Voina v myshelovke” (initially “Ia i Vy”) appeared owing to the metaphor of destiny-mouse, which was of interest to Khlebnikov. It was developed in a number of texts, including the poem “Vchera ia molvil: “Gullia, gullia!”..” as a part of the poem and the anti-military declaration compiled with G. N. Petnikov in response to the actions of the Russian Provisional Government. On March 27, 1917, it issued the so-called “Loan of freedom”, whose aim was to raise funds to continue the war “till complete victory”, followed by a powerful propagandistic campaign. Budetliane’s anti-military statement included the following points: “1. My — smuglye okhotniki, privesivshie k poiasu myshelovku, v kotoroi ispuganno drozhit chernymi glazami Sud’ba. Opredelenie Sud’by kak myshi. 2. Nash otvet na voiny — myshelovkoi. <…> 4. Okhapka uravnenii roka. (My drovoseki v lesu chisel). <…> 7. Kto pervyi vskochil na khrebet dikomu roku? Tol’ko my. <…> 8. Petlia na tolstoi noge Voiny”.
 This complicated chain of metaphors with a prophetic feel is linked to Khlebnikov’s utopian numerological project, which claims that one can foresee and thus avoid future wars protecting humanity from oncoming catastrophes by means of studying their history and based on the inferred numerical regularity in their occurrence. “Zadacha izmereniia sudeb sovpadaet s zadachei iskusno nakinut’ petliu na tolstuiu nogu roka. Vot boevaia zadacha, postavlennaia sebe budetlianinom. <…> Kogda ona budet dostignuta, on nasladitsia zhalkim zrelishchem sud’by, poimannoi v myshelovku, ispuganno oziraiushcheisia na liudei” (VI-1, 260).

“Voina v myshelovke” in Grigor’ev and Parnis’s textological version consists of 26 poetic texts of different volume and genre genesis — from quatrains and album dedications to extensive poems of epic character. The fragments of the “superstory” marked with number 2 (“I kogda zemnoi shar, vygorev…”) and 3 (“Maliavina krasivitsy, v venke tsvetov Korovina…”) were first published in “Vtoroi sbornik Tsentrifugi” (April 1916) as a single poetic text under common title “Boi v lubke”, yet separated from each other with spacing. This graphic feature reveals the two-component nature of the text, all the more so that these two fragments differ in their stanza structure and, as described below, there genre and theme range. The collection featured one more piece which was later included in “Voina v myshelovke”, — “Stranu Lebediiu zabudu ia…”. The contents section presented Khlebnikov’s publication as “Dva stikhotvoreniia”, which is another argument in favor of the integrity of the text under the unifying title “Boi v lubke”. At the same time it is known that the approaches of futurist publishing houses were far from perfect, Khlebnikov himself letting others interfere with his works, which leaves a number of open textological issues.
 The editors of “Tvoreniia” volume reached a compromise: the fragments are presented as independent structural units, the figure 3 being in editor’s brackets and the commentary explaining that these texts “vozmozhno, predstavliaiut soboi slitnye teksty” (p. 693). For the sake of visualization here follows the first publication with only one obvious misprint corrected (dot at the end of line 10).
BOI V LUBKE 

I kogda zemnoi shar, vygorev,

Stanet strozhe i sprosit: kto-zhe ia? 

My sozdadim slovo polku Igorevi 

Ili chto nibud’ na nego pokhozhee. 

Eto ne liudi, ne bitvy, ne zhizni, 

Ved’ v treugol’nikakh, — sumrak dushi! 

Eto nad liudom v sumrachnoi trizne 

Tenei i uglov Pifagora kovshi! 

Chugunnaia deva viazala chulok 

Ustalo, uporno. Shirokii chugun 

Seichas poletit i mertvyi strelok 

Zavianet, khotia byl krasivyi i iun. 

Kakie litsa, kakie masti 

V kolode slukhov, dan’ molve! 

Vrachei zubnykh u moria snasti 

I zuby korennye s bashniami Buve! 

I starets peny, mutnyi vzorom, 

Iz kruzhki piva vypolzaia, 

Grozit sud’boiu i pozorom, 

Iz beloi peny vylezaia. 

Maliavina krasivitsy v venke tsvetov Korovina 

Poimali neboptitsu. Khlopochut tak i siak. 

Nebesnaia telega nabila im oskominu. 

Im nepriiaten nemets — upitannyi tolstiak. 

I kak zemno i kak znakomo! 

I to, chto nekotorye zhivy, 

I to, chto mysh’ na grani toma, 

Chto k voronu Po — voron Kalki lenivyi!


The editors of the latest Khlebnikov’s “Collected works” included 21 poetic fragments into the reconstructed text of the long poem, the piece of interest to us being presented as a single entity and placed under the figure 2 (III, 175—176). The question of how the fragment and the whole, i.e. the poem separately and inside a “supergenre” formation, are correlated, is treated here with regard to new specifics of the interaction between the finished / the unfinished and their dynamics, which are typical for both avant-garde text in general and Khlebnikov’s authorial textology in particular. “Voina v myshelovke” is qualified as a long poem consisting of independent poems, which is the reason to print the poems “i v kachestve samostoiatel’nykh veshchei, i v sostave sootvetstvuiushchei poemy ili sverkhpovesti” (I, 443). This explain why one can find “Boi v lubke” included in the first volume as a separate poem dated 1915 and printed with indentation, like in the first publication. There is one unexplained conjecture (or unnoticed misprint): in the second fragment instead of Khlebnikov’s neologism “krasivitsy” (from the adjective “krasivyi”), which was by the way retained in the text of the long poem (III, 176), appears the standard “krasavitsy” (I, 323).

It might be possible to accept the offered version of a unified poetic text, if it was not for two significant details. The first one is the fact that Khlebnikov himself extracted the second part of the original text and published its shortened version as a quatrain it in his collection “Stikhi” (1923) and included it as a five-line stanza (separating the first line into two) in the materials to “Krysa”,
 which can be interpreted as a correction of the mistake made by the publishing house. Secondly, the visual sources that the diptych “Boi v lubke” is based on indicate that the two fragments were independent. The whole work turns out to be “inspired” by two thematically different examples of popular prints and posters of the World War I period.
2. War, popular prints and avant-garde


The interest of 1910s avant-garde artists towards “naïve” art and various forms of popular “primitivism” including lubok prints and posters is a well-known fact, whose many aspects have been researched by E. F. Kovtun, J. E. Bowlt, N. Misler, N. Gur’ianova, V. N. Terekhina. “Larionova trudno predstavit’ bez gorodskoi vyveski, D. D. Burliuka — bez kamennykh skifskikh bab, Goncharovu i Malevicha — bez lubka i ikony…”
 What is the reason for the actualization and aesthetization of lubok? They can be explained by a number of factors: archaizing trends in Russian avant-garde, which were theoretically defined as neoprimitivism; attempts to revamp the artistic language on the way to mastering chromatism and aperspective structure of popular prints; finally, the wish to combine the actualized archaic art with lubok style of primitive culture in order to present in this newly-created worldview a hyperbolic, dehierarchized, grotesquely defamiliarized image of the universe through the poetics of zaum’, semantic shift, “smeshchenie ploskostei”. It is no coincidence that among the approaches to studying Khlebnikov’s works the most preferred one is “printsipial’nyi otkaz ot ierarkhichnosti v vybore materiala, gotovnost’ rassmotret’ v kachestve potentsial’nykh intertekstov ne tol’ko proizvedeniia “klassikov”, vkhodiashchie v verkhnii sloi literaturnoi traditsii, no i teksty samykh raznykh tipov, vkliuchaia proizvedeniia massovoi kul’tury, fol’klora, reklamy i dr.”
 In this list lubok is not mentioned but obviously implied. This art with its specific verbal and iconic forms was the benchmark for many “intermediary” projects that Khlebnikov took part in (lithograph editions of his works in the form of a handwritten book illustrated by N. S. Goncharova, O. V. Rozanova, P. N. Filonov).
 The direction of his own artistic interests ranged from ironic, “funny” lubok (“Igra v adu”, “Vila i Leshii”) to Guignol (“Mava Galitsiiskaia”), from battle lubok and similar posters (“Boi v lubke”, “Trizna”, “Odetyi v plashch letuchikh ryb…”, “Kave — kuznets”) to eastern lubok pictures whose images turn into visual nightmare (“viden’ia drevnego lubka” in the long poem “Perevorot vo Vladivostoke”).

In the beginning of World War I lubok pictures were secondarily actualized. The popularity of their language was used for the purpose of propaganda of official patriotism and creation of the enemy image (in the latter case the satirical potential of lubok did good service to the propaganda machine). “Lish’ tol’ko razdalis’ na granitse pervye boevye vystrely, seichas zhe zvonkim ekho otozvalis’ oni v lubke i tysiachi, sotni tysiach iarko rastsvechennykh listkov poleteli s pechatnogo stanka v glubiny Rossii, obgoniaia gazety i pravitel’stvennye soobshcheniia”, stated V. N. Denisov, who was a famous collector of lubok pictures and whose book “Voina i lubok” was one of the first examples of description and systematization of contemporary military lubok.
 This segment, as well as production of prints for the general public, including those similar to old-style pictures, were the key activity for printing and chromolithograph shops of I. D. Sytin, E. F. Chelnokov, I. M. Mashistov, I. A. Morozov, M. A. Strel’tsov in Moscow, V. M. Shmigel’skii, R. Golik and A. Vil’borg, A. Pavlova in Petrograd, M. S. Kozman in Odessa. More than 60 of those in the Russian empire specialized in printing lubok pictures in the beginning of World War I and produced monumental series “Evropeiskaia voina”, “Voennye kartiny”, gallery of portraits and also “Voennye karikatury” and satirical versions of the old-time lubok “Voina russkikh s nemtsami”.
 Therefore, three most significant genres were in abundance: battle-scene, portrait and satirical lubok, being actively developed by the artists that were close to the “Mir iskusstva” movement: D. I. Mitrokhin, G. I. Narbut, Iu. K. Artsybushev, O. A. Sharleman’. The lubok production was assisted by “left” artists. During the first months of war in Moscow was established the publishing house “Segodniashnii lubok”, which specialized in typing lithograph lubok and postcards.
 Among its members were K. S. Malevich, M. F. Larionov, A. V. Lentulov, V. N. Chekrygin, D. D. Burliuk, I. I. Mashkov, V. V. Maiakovskii: avant-garde life-creating practice required social and political activism. The publishing house did not exist for long ceasing its activities in early November 1914, but definitely attracted public attention. The critic Vera Slavenson, who was far from contemporary trends, noticed in her review: “<…> predstaviteli krainego (“futuristicheskogo”) techeniia v zhivopisi, poklonniki ulichnogo iskusstva (vyvesok) prishlis’ tut kak nel’zia vporu. Ikh primitivnyi risunok, zvonkie detskie kraski, derzkaia rifma — nashli zdes’ primenenie. Razumeetsia, eto uzhe ne stil’, ili ne tol’ko stil’, no i stilizatsiia, poddelka pod stil’ podlinno narodnogo iskusstva”.
 There also were more positive opinions, such as the one from art critic S. K. Isakov, who described the specificity of “new lubok” in his review of the exhibition “Voina i pechat’” (Petrograd, November-December 1914): “Podlinnyi lubok sumeli sozdat’ odni lish’ futuristy. Tol’ko u nikh v rabotakh est’ grubovataia tiazhest’ i metkaia kharakternost’ lubka, tol’ko oni sumeli podyskat’ i krylatoe slovtso k kartinke”.


Among the reaction of “left” artists to current events one can single out N. Goncharova’s graphic pages “Misticheskie obrazy voiny”, which were based on lubok tradition and whose imagery correlated with the eschatological tone in perceiving the global cataclysm. The optimistic brightness of lubok gives way here to monochromatism, conventional images of the Last Judgement and allusions to Apocalypse are on a par with futuristic metaphors of speed and space conquest — airplanes. Michael the Archistrategos, warrior priests Peresvet and Osliabia join the soldiers wearing gray uniform and led into battle by the heavenly army. S. Bobrov reviewed the artist’s graphic album in the same “Tsentrifuga” collection, where Khlebnikov’s “Boi v lubke” was published, contrasting the austerity and stylistic reticence of Goncharova’s lithographs with coarse military lubok in its mass-oriented version.


By the middle of 1915, as the political situation on the country was transforming, military defeats getting more common and the war itself changing from victorious battles to laborious and distressful business, the popularity of heroic lubok also decreased. The feeling of total catastrophe was growing, the “trench” war was becoming more prosaic — tedious routine, “tem bezdel’em, toi skukoi, toi poshliatinoi”,
 the atmosphere of which makes it lose its grandeur and heroism. The human loses oneself in the faceless mass turning into an inanimate murder weapon or a useless victim. Therefore, the meaningful components (psychological, existential), which are naturally alien to lubok, come to the foreground. “Battle exoticism”, which is the re-enactment of historically distant military conflicts (V. M. and A. M. Vasnetsovs, N. K. Rerikh), also gradually loses its attractiveness. Art critic Ia. A. Tugendkhol’d paid attention to “nevozmozhnost’ batal’noi kartiny” because modern war lacked spectacularity: it did not have “torzhestvennogo ritma drevnego edinoborstva”, “net voenachal’nika vperedi na kone, s povelitel’nym zhestom”, nor “zhivopisnosti kostiumov — ona znaet lish’ zemel’nyi zashchitnyi tsvet”, the war is becoming more “nezrimoi” — “eta voina-“labirint” ne mozhet byt’ vmeshchena v esteticheskie ramki iskusstva”.
 It is this epoch that engendered existentialism and expressionism, the fundamental phenomena of the 20th century.

The vector of creativity shifts towards aggressive expressionist imagery, which was adequate to the historical moment and the poiesis of the catastrophic: broken lines, deformed bodies, flashy color spots, rejection of shading, strive towards the imageless, intentional hyperbole (O. Rozanova, V. and D. Burliuks, P. Filonov). Cubo-futuristic metaphors of integrity loss, object and body fragmentation, of the world falling apart and anthropophagy acquire the ontological status registering the global catastrophic state of the world.
3. “Voistinu v metaforicheskie sady vkhodim my…”

Even compared with the iconism of literary avant-garde Khlebnikov’s poetics with its domination of ekphrasis does stand out. However, the complicatedness of the poetic language that is rich in metaphors, metonymies, periphrases, catachreses, as well as the numerous neologisms and intentional agrammatism impede the search of immediate and potential sources of separate images and whole poems, especially since the latter may have been inspired, as has been stated above, by random artifacts, including everyday objects (e.g., a figured inkpot — “S utroboi mednoiu / Verbliud…” (II, 200—202)). The program simultanism of avant-garde, which allows the synchronization of ideas that refer to different historical epochs and geographical loci, also hampers intermedial research.

The “Boi v lubke” diptych does not belong to enigmatic paradoxes. The question of text genesis is answered by the author’s title: these are undoubtedly lubok pictures of the World War I period. In order to choose the necessary search direction it is important to find the author’s “key word”. In the first part of the diptych it is the name of the French ironclad “Bouvet” (in the original publication without quotes), in the second — the neologism “neboptitsa” (airplane) and the mentioning of maliavinskie “baby” (“Maliavina krasivitsy…”). These markers limit the “territory of lubok” even more referring to thematic series dedicated to naval battles in the first case and to “gender”-oriented satirical lubok, whose story is connected with the shot-down airplane, in the second. And of course one should not forget that “Khlebnikov byl novym zreniem”, and “novoe zrenie odnovremenno padaet na raznye predmety”.


Early naval battles absorbed Khlebnikov’s attention and conquered his imagination as he was searching for the mathematical algorithm of the world’s military history. This almost manic passion was triggered by the Russo-Japanese War and one of its most tragic episodes — the defeat of Russian fleet in the Battle of Tsushima. Based on these wide historical parallels the poet-Budetlianin draws a numerological regularity: sea battles occur at the interval of years that is multiple of 317. This allows him to create a historiosophic concept of temporal repetitions applying it to current events and trying to predict the times and results of future naval clashes. The fact that Khlebnikov’s notes correlate with what happened at the time is proved by the materials of the press that provided detailed information about large-scale battles and ally and enemy warship losses accompanied with occasional photographs.
 Khlebnikov presented his historiosophic findings in the form of a brochure “Bitvy 1915—1917 gg. Novoe uchenie o voine” published in December 1914 (VI-1, 83—101), and later, in April 1915, informed M. V. Matiushin in a letter about the continuation of his calculations (VI-2, 174). At the same time, as a sort of illustrations to certain “reconstructions”, Khlebnikov wrote the poems where the events of the distant past “rhymed” with “sozvuchnoi godinoi”, i.e. the sea battles of September—October 1914. This created simultaneous composition, which was similar to the stanza marked as “1147”:
Lish’ Nureddinova sekira 

Edessu gorod brosit v prakh, 

“Kressi”, i “Khog”, i “Abukir” 

Ichezli s uzhasom v volnakh. 

(I, 316)

Here the year of seizure of the fortress Edessa, which had been previously owned by crusaders, by Mosul emirs Imad ad-Din Zengi and his son Nureddin is correlated on the temporal repeat axis with the military operation in the North sea: on September 22, 1914, the German submarine sank three British cruisers in a row (“Aboukir”, “Hogue” and “Cressy”) during one hour. 

“Boi v lubke” (part 1) is also compared with the tragic happenings of the World War (during the Dardanelles Campaign of the Entente Powers on March 18, 1915, the French battleship Bouvet was sunk by a mine, claiming 660 lives), as well as Khlebnikov’s numerological searches. It is known that prophetism was an integral part of the image constructed by the poet: “Ia umeiu ugol velikikh sobytii, otdelennykh vremenem v neskol’ko let, videt’ v malen’kikh chertezhakh segodniashnego dnia” (p. 571). In the first part of the diptych this link is expressed through the name of Pythagoras of Samos, ancient Greek mathematician, philosopher, creator of the “transmigration of souls” theory (metempsychosis), who also dealt with astronomical calculations. The Pythagoreans invented the idea that the world develops through numeral regularities; numbers, proportions were also studied for the purpose of understanding the human soul (compare: “Ved’ v treugol’nikakh, — sumrak dushi!”). In “Doski sud’by” Khlebnikov placed the name of the philosopher and geometrician among those who foresaw “pobedu chisla nad slovom”. This also refers to the Pythagorean “music of spheres” — the study of space as symmetrically positioned and musically tuned spheres (see in “Doski sud’by” list 3 “Azbuka neba”: “<…> Pifagor slyshal zvezdy, kak zvuki, a v zvukakh iskal zvezdnykh nebes…”
). Hence comes the image “Pifagora kovshi” “nad liudom v sumrachnoi trizne”: the stars of the Great and the Little Bear make up, as is known, the figures that resemble scoops (great and little, respectively). In this respect the “ugly” and “treugol’niki” mentioned in the long poem can logically correspond with the Pythagorean theorem and the numeral philosophy, rather than “geometrizirovannye formy sovremennoi zhivopisi” (I, 507), which does not directly belong to the allusion context of this fragment.

Khlebnikov’s text can be characterized as multiperspective — in this way it is in line with the practice of avant-garde creators. After the historiosophic introduction and the declaration of creation of the new epos in accordance with the archetype — “The Tale of Igor’s Campaign” — follows the part which was in fact inspired by lubok series dedicated to sea battles. The systematizers of the war years lubok pictures noted that military hardware “sil’no porazila i oplodotvorila fantaziiu lubochnikov. Tut i blindirovannye avtomobili, i zabronirovannye poezda, i tseppeliny, pariashchie v nebe, aeroplany, srazhaiushchiesia v vozdushnom prostranstve pri svete prozhektorov, nakonets, podvodnaia lodka, ot kotoroi gibnut bronenostsy i pr.”.
 Naval clashes of the first months of war provided storylines for a number of both author’s and anonymous lubok pictures: “Boi mezhdu angliiskim i germanskim flotami v Severnom more” (№ 28), “Morskoi boi na Severnom more” (№ 183), “Morskoi boi na Chernom more” (№ 184), “Pervyi bol’shoi morskoi boi” (№ 227), “Pobeda angliiskogo flota v morskom boiu u ostrova Gel’golanda” (№ 237) and others. D. I. Mitrochin’s lubok picture “Morskoi boi” (№ 182) was often reproduced in illustrated magazines and its colored version appeared on the cover of Vl. Denisov’s book “Voina i lubok”. The artistic and illustrative target of battle lubok, together with its narrative aim, was to convey the emotion of combat, its tension, dynamism through conscious simplification. As a rule such images were accompanied with printed text taken from official reports and explaining what was depicted.

Khlebnikov’s ekphrasis is metaphorical and expressive, filled with periphrases (“Chugunnaia deva viazala chulok / Ustalo, uporno”, “I starets peny, mutnyi vzorom, / Iz kruzhki piva vypolzaia, / Grozit sud’boiu i pozorom…”). Lubok-like grotesque “starets peny, mutnyi vzorom”
 and “mertvyi strelok”, who “zavianet, khotia byl krasivyi i iun”, are antinomically opposed and thus constitute Khlebnikov’s idea: the global massacre is started by “startsami zlobnymi” against “gosudarstva 22-letnikh” — one of the clearly conveyed key motives of “Voina v myshelovke”. The image of “Vrachei zubnykh u moria snasti / I zuby korennye s bashniami Buve!” (the final version accepted in modern editions is: “I zuby korennye, no s bashniami “Buve”!” (p. 455; III, 176)) is based on a visual metaphor: the double-pipe ironclad with turrets is associated with a grin, masts, cannon muzzles and other deck accessories — with dentist’s instruments. This is how the poetics of the catastrophic was enriched with expressionist imagery, which started to master modern “technemes”.

The second part of the diptych originates from another type of military lubok — satirical — and, strictly speaking, deals with “boi” only ironically. This reveals itself in how weakly this part is connected with the title an, therefore, can be extracted as an independent fragment inside the “superstory “Voina v myshelovke”, as was done in the “Tvoreniia” volume. This is a pure example of ekphrasis, both in descriptive and narrative functions. The object of description is the lubok picture entitled “Baba tozhe ne churban — mozhet vziat’ aeroplan” (№ 13) and produced by the lithography house of I. D. Sytin’s association, whose creation is attributed to poster artist and caricaturist Dmitry Moor. It is accompanied with a detailed description of the event that the caricature was based on: “Na russkoi granitse opustilsia nepriiatel’skii aeroplan, v kotorom nakhodilos’ neskol’ko avstriiskikh letchikov-ofitserov. Uvidev eto, k aeroplanu brosilis’ nashi baby, rabotavshie na sosednikh poliakh. Kto s vilami, kto s grabliami brosili oni na avstriitsev i khrabro udarili v ataku. Naprasno ugrozhali avstriitsy revol’verami, dazhe proizveli neskol’ko vystrelov; khrabrye etogo niskol’ko ne ustrashilis’, a prodolzhali nastupat’ i, nakonets, osilili nepriiatelia, zaderzhali ego, a sami za eto vremia otriadili odnu iz bab za pomoshch’iu. Skoro priskakali strazhniki i arestovali nepriiatelia”.


The action is set on the territory of Western Germany, whose population included the Rusyns and which was a mythogenic locus for Khlebnikov, including the idea of “Slavonic unity”. The text, however, allows a conscious meaning shift: to make a more stereotypical image the slender Austrian that ended up “v plenu u bab” was turned into a fat German (“Im nepriiaten nemets — upitannyi tolstiak”). In his lubok picture the artist kept the ethnographic specificity of the women’s clothing that was similar to the garments of Little Russia: a white shirt with red embroidery along the collar and sleeves, a skirt made of colored fabric, bright necklaces and a motley headband reminding of a wreath. Here the poet accurately followed the visual source, the lubok, but introduced a metonymy into his ekphrasis — “v venke tsvetov Korovina”, which represented the details of K. A. Korovin’s painting “Severnaia idilliia” (1886) made in a conventional Russian style (a group of young women in Russian sarafans and flower wreaths on their heads against the northern landscape). Of greater significance to Khlebnikov is the name of F. A. Maliavin. The series of his paintings that blazed with a fiery whirlwind of Russian “baby” (“Baby”, 1904; “Dve baby”, 1905; “Vikhr’”, 1906; “Pliashushchaia baba”, 1913 and others), demonstrated a radical, not to say provocative, deviation from the way of portraying “the feminine”. Khlebnikov felt the closeness of the artist’s organic talent and the overtones of the national myth, also in its projective aspect: for him Maliavin is a “derzkii krasochnyi miatezhnik”, “Razin alogo kholsta”, “davshii <…> neslykhannuiu svobodu krasnomu tsvetu, iz kotorogo v iazycheskom sumrake vystupaet smuglaia zhenshchina russkikh polei, on svoimi kholstami pervyi priuchil glaz zritelia k “krasnomu znameni”. Tak krasnoe plamia ego dushi rvalos’ navstrechu nashego vremeni” (VI-1, 146).

The fragment is completed with two simultaneous images: the ominous raven of Edgar Allan Poe’s long poem of the same title and the wise raven of the ancient Russian epos. The article “Zapadnyi drug” (1913) filled with imagery-rich rhetoric and imbued with anti-Teutonic pathos explains this juxtaposition. Perceiving the anti-Slavic statements of Austria-Hungary in a negative way, Khlebnikov addressed the refrain of Poe’s long poem and its prevailing image: “Vokrug belolikoi Slavii s krikom “nikogda” <…> nositsia voron Avstrii”, — and concluded further on: “Zarubezhnyi Zapad obratilsia v kuzniu, v kotoroi likhoradochno kuetsia mech voiny” (VI-1, 70). In this case “voron Kalki” (it does not matter that “The Tale of the Battle on the river Kalka” does not mention the raven, while “The Tale of Igor’s Campaign” is full of ornithological symbols) is interpreted as the metasymbol of Russian military history, with its victories and defeats. And the well-known “mysh’ na grani toma” reminds of the soothsayer-fatecatcher’s utopian hopes to catch “voinu v myshelovku”.
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