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Gabriella E. Imposti

NOTES ON THE BEGINNING OF THE MYTH
OF KHLEBNIKOV IN ITALY

Abstract. Against the background of Marinetti's visit to Russia, a review of the articles that deal
with it in the Italian press is made. We focus on Zanetti’s article, published in the “Giornale
d'Ttalia” on March 5%, 1914, in which Khlebnikov’s thoughts are effectively summarized despite
the evident skepticism of the journalist. We then move on to the article by the Italian futurist
Settimelli published in the journal “L’Italia futurista” in March 1917, in which Khlebnikov's
‘prophecy’ on the fall of an empire in 1917 is enthusiastically recalled and interpreted here in
an anti-German sense. This is the beginning of the Khlebnikov myth in Italy, a myth, however,
which will remain ‘buried’ for several years, until Poggioli first and then Ripellino took it up
again and brought it to the attention of the cultured reading public in Italy. This process
culminated in Ripellino’s translation of Khlebnikov's poems and his presentation of the poet and
of his poetics in 1968. This publication profoundly influenced the reception of Khlebnikov and
his myth in Italy.

Keywords. Marinetti in Russia, Italian Futurism, Russian Futurism, Velimir Khlebnikov, A.
Zanetti, E. Settimelli, prophecy, Russian Empire, World War I, Bolshevik Revolution.

Annotanusga. Ha ¢onHe BusuTa MapuHeTTH B PoccHIO clielaH aHalu3 cTaTed, IOCBSIEHHBIX
3TOMY COOBITHIO B UTAJIbIHCKOHM IIpecce. B IleHTpe BHHMMAaHUS — CTaThsd /[[3aHeTTH,
onybimKoBaHHas B «Giornale d’Italia» 5 mapTa 1914 r., B KOTOPO¥ MEICIH XJIEOHUKOBA YIAYHO
H3JIOKEHBI, HECMOTPSI Ha SIBHBEIM CKENTHI[M3M JKypHaJIHCTa. Jlajee MBI IEPEXOSUM K CTaThbe
UTanbgHCKOro ¢yrypucrta CeTTUMeIUIH, OIyOJIUKOBAaHHOU B XypHase «L’Italia futurista» B
Mmapre 1917 roza, B KOTOPOH «IIpOPOUYECTBO» XJIEOHUKOBA 0 NMaJIeHUH uMiepuu B 1917 roxy ¢
9HTY3Ma3MOM BCIIOMHHAETCsI U UHTEPIPETUPYETCS 3L4eCh B aHTUTEPMAaHCKOM CMEICIe. 3TO
cTajio HavasioM MH{a o0 Xne6HUKOBe B Hranuu, mMuda, KOTOPBIH, OLHAKO, OCTaHETCS
«IIOXOPOHEHHEIM» B TeUeHHe HeCKOJIbKUX JIeT, II0Ka cHayasa Ilomkoiny, a 3aTeM PUIIeINIMHO
He 3aliIMyTCS UM CHOBAa U He NPHUBJIEKYT K XJIeOHUKOBY BHHUMaHHe KyJIbTYPHOH YHTalOIeH
ny6muKkYd B UTalnuu. ITOT MPOLECC 3aBEPIIUJICS IIepeBOJOM CTUXOB XJ1eOHUKOBa U BBOLAHOU
cTaThbel PUIIEITIMHO O M03Te U ero MOo3THKe B 1968 rogy. 3Ta my6auKanus IJIyO0KO IOBIHsIA
Ha BocnpusiThe XJIe6HUKOBA U ero Muda B Utanuu.

KmoueBble cioBa. MapUHeTTH B POCCHH, UTAJIbIHCKUH QYTYPH3M, PYCCKUH QYTYPHU3M,
Benumup Xie6HUKOB, A. [I3aHeTTH, 3. CeTTHUMEIUIH, IIPOPOUYECTBO, PoccuiicKasi UMIIEpUS,
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Gabriella Elina Imposti

Much has been written about Marinetti’s trip to Russia (Livshits 1933;
Markov 1968; De Michelis 1973). During the last two decades, the
volumes by Lapshin! and Krusanov® have helped to document in
detail the feedback that this historic visit of the “head of world
Futurism” had in Russia at the time. On the one hand, this trip helped

to strengthen (or create) in that country the myth (although
controversial) of Marinetti and on the other, it was fully exploited by
the head of Italian Futurism himself in his tale of amazing successes
in the Russian land.®> However, he kept silent about or downplayed
the manifestations of hostility, such as the well-known distribution
of the leaflet written by Khlebnikov and Livshits at Marinetti’s first
conference in Petersburg, at the Kalashnikov Stock exchange in
Kharkovskaya Street on 1% February (see Livshits 1933: 214-215;
Lapshin 2008: 141). Marinetti’s tour was closely and even obsessively

followed by the Russian press with hundreds of articles that have
been reported extensively by Krusanov in his volumes on the
Russian Avant-garde (see Krusanov 1996; 2010; Poddubtsev 2024).

Much less has been written about the echo which this visit had in

Italian newspapers (see Lapshin 2008; Tobin 2019: 17-28;
Berghaus = 2021: 90-92). The press release* distributed to
propagandize Marinetti’s trip to Russia basically repeats most of the

correspondence from Russia published by F. Fabiani in the Trieste-
based newspaper “II Piccolo della sera” on 22-2-1914°
In the same press release two other newspapers are quoted as
having published reports from Marinetti’s tour: “Il Resto del Carlino”

! Lapshin (2008).

2 Krusanov (1995; 1996; 2003a; 2003b; 2010).

3 See Marinetti (1969; 1972).

4 See Lapshin (2008), Tobin (2019: 17-18) and Parnis (1995: 245).

> See also Fabiani’s reports on Marinetti’s tour “Marinetti ha gettato lo scompiglio. Le gioconde
serate futuriste a Pietroburgo” (28 febbraio) “Il Piccolo della sera”, 6-3-1914, n. 11738, p. 5, and
“La quaresima a Pietroburgo: pioggia d’inviti e gaie serate futuriste (L’ultimo pugilato di
Marinetti)”, “Il Piccolo della sera”, 19-3-1914, n. 11751, p. 2. Fabiani also wrote articles about
other topics connected with political, social and cultural life in Russia. We have not been able,
however, to find much information about him and his life.
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Notes on the Beginning of the Myth

(see Castagna 1914),° and “Il Giornale d’Italia” (see Zanetti 1914). The
disproportion between the close attention devoted to Marinetti by

the Russian press and this rather ‘laconic’ feedback in the Italian
newspapers is apparent.

In Fabiani’s article the main role is understandably played by
Marinetti himself and his exploits:

His warm words, excited gesture, the elegant correctness of
his clothes have favourably impressed the public. [...]
Following Marinetti in Petersburg is a huge effort: he goes
from a salon to a club, to a large restaurant, proclaiming,
drinking, eating, doing propaganda. [...] Marinetti is for the
Russians ‘a temperament’ and this would be enough to
explain the positive interest he arouses. He is forced to recite
ten times a day verses of his own and verses of his friends.
[...] He provoked the greatest enthusiasm at the “Stray
bitch”, where he spent two nights declaiming verses and
toasting. [...] Marinetti wanted to show that even in drinking
Italians know how to be the first, when necessary, and easily
emptied four bottles of ‘champagne’ one after the other.
After that he went back to proclaiming “Clo, clo, clo...”.”

Russian Futurists are introduced in a rather off-hand manner and
treated as a scarcely interesting phenomenon:

6 See the reproduction of Castagna’s article in Marinetti’s “Libroni”, Box 7, Slide: 29 of the
Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library. The slide, however, is catalogued under the title of
another article that is reproduced there: Armando Zanetti, “Musica italiana, futurismo russo”,
“Giornale d’Italia”, 24 nov. 1913.

7 “Hanno simpaticamente impressionato il pubblico la sua parola calda, il gesto concitato,
Ielegante correttezza del vestito. [...] Seguire Marinetti a Pietroburgo € una fatica enorme: egli
passa da un salone ad un club, ad un grande ristorante, declamando, bevendo, mangiando,
facendo propaganda. [...] Marinetti € per i russi ‘un temperamento’ e cio basterebbe a spiegare
la simpatia che suscita. Egli & costretto a declamare dieci volte al giorno versi suoi e versi dei
suoi amici. [...] Il maggiore entusiasmo egli 1o ha suscitato alla “Cagna randagia” dove ha passato
due notti declamando e brindando. [...] Marinetti ha voluto dimostrare che anche nel bere gli
italiani sanno essere, quando occorra, primi e tranquillamente ha vuotato una dopo l’altra
quattro bottiglie di ‘champagne’. Dopo di che ha ripreso a declamare ‘Clo, clo, clo...”” (Fabiani
1914a). Translations into English are mine, unless otherwise stated.
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Should it be noted that in Russia too there is a futurist
movement, devoid of culture and energy? The Russian
Futurists are a pitiful lot: all Futurism is reduced to an
attempt at Western carnival:® they dress as half-harlequins,
often paint their faces, they passionately love filth and
produce nothing or almost nothing. This group is not large,
but this fact does not make them less obnoxious in the eyes
of the public and the critics, who anyway are no longer
interested in them. Finally, the Russian Futurists as a whole
are endowed with minimal culture and read only in
Russian.’

In this report from the Russian capital (dated January 17%
[sic!])!? it is interesting to note the reference to the well-known Saint
Petersburg cabaret “Brodiachaia sobaka”.!! The name of the cabaret
is translated here and in other articles by contemporary Italian
journalists as “cagna randagia”, using the Italian feminine word for
‘dog’ (cagna). It is quite a surprising mistranslation, if we consider
that at the time the French version of the name of that cabaret was
“au chien errant”, despite the grammatical feminine gender of the
word in Russian, which however refers to the animal in general
without any gender connotation. Fabiani provides a description of
the cabaret and its patrons:

The “Stray Bitch” is the night meeting place of the literati
and artists of the capital: a fantastically decorated and
illuminated low underground place, where entry is

8 Tobin (2019: 22) offers an English translation of this passage. However, some details are not
rendered correctly, for instance “occidentale” is mistakenly translated as “Eastern”.

® “Occorre rilevare che anche in Russia esiste un movimento futurista, privo di cultura e di
energia? I futuristi russi sono per sé stessi una cosa compassionevole: tutto il futurismo si riduce
a un tentativo di carnevale occidentale: vestono da mezzi arlecchini, si dipingono spesso il viso,
amano svisceratamente il sudiciume e non producono nulla o quasi nulla. Il gruppo non é molto
numeroso, ma cid non li rende meno antipatici agli occhi del pubblico e della critica, che ormai
non si occupano piu di essi. Come coronamento i futuristi russi, nelle loro generalita, sono dotati
di cultura minima e non leggono che in russo”.

10 Presumably it should be interpreted as “February” 17% (March 2" in the Gregorian calendar),
which is the day when Marinetti left Moscow to go back to Milan.

11 For more details about the history and the activity of the cabaret see Parnis, Timenchik (1985).
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Notes on the Beginning of the Myth

absolutely forbidden to non-members. Marinetti spent two
nights there, attending shows organized in his honour. The
whole of Petersburg intellectual and artistic society had
gathered there to honour him.!?

In Marinetti’s “Libroni” (Box 4, Slide: 38), we find an article
signed AZETA, a pseudonym perhaps for Armando Zanetti, as
Berghaus suggests.’* The title is “Lunedi russo. Marinetti a
Pietroburgo” (Russian Monday. Marinetti in Petersburg). It is unclear
where this article was published, because above the cutting the
names of two newspapers are written: “Il Piccolo” (handwritten) and
“Il giornale d’Italia” (typed).!* Here the author of the article
transcribes the Russian name of the cabaret as “Brodiacia sobaka”
and in order to explain what it is he suggests doing this “in a
futuristic manner with a series of words-in-freedom”?*:

Brodiacia Sobaka - stray bitch underground cellar — cabaret
passatism — bohéme poets painters sculptors musicians
entrance — catacomb permit difficult Italians — admitted -
gladly low ceilings pillars walls futurist paintings yellow-red
tables rusticity chairs dirty sofas register — entrance
signature pen — 30cm electric light candles streetlights —
passéists —Venetian blinds piano harmonium guitar violin
balaika [sic!] guitar-Russian-trianbular [sic!] kitchen -
buffet room-telephone.!

12 “La ‘Cagna randagia’ e il ritrovo notturno dei letterati e degli artisti della capitale: un
sotterraneo basso fantasticamente addobbato e illuminato, dove l'ingresso & assolutamente
proibito ai non soci. Marinetti vi ha passato due notti, assistendo a spettacoli organizzati in suo
onore. Tutta Pietroburgo intellettuale e artistica vi s’era data convegno ad onorarlo [...]” (Fabiani
1914a).

13 Personal communication.

14 T have checked all the February and March issues of the two newspapers, but I have been
unable to locate this article. The article may come from an afternoon edition of “Il Giornale
d’Italia”, “Il Piccolo Giornale d’Italia”, created in 1912 and published until March 1944. The
reproduction of the slide is very poor.

15 “Che cos’e la Sobaka? Vediamo se mi riesce di dirlo futuristicamente con una serie di parole in
liberta” (AZETA 1914).

16 “Brodiacia Sobaka — cagna randagia sotterranea cantina — cabaret passatismo — bohéme poeti
pittori scultori musicanti entrata — catacomba permesso difficile italiani — ammessi — volentieri
volte basse pilastri pareti pitture futuriste giallo-rosse tavolini rusticita sedie divani sporchi
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In “Futurismo Italiano e futurismo russo” (Italian Futurism and
Russian Futurism), (“Il Giornale d’Italia”, March 5%, 1914, p. 3)
Armando Zanetti'” shows that he is well informed, albeit biased
against Russian futurists, who “are nuisance for the public” and
present themselves “with their faces painted, or in yellow shirts, with
dirty hands, or with a hooligan shirt, throwing a whistle here, there
an insolence, one day slapping a famous poet, the next day insulting
a lecturer appreciated by the public or the public itself”.'® For the
Russian public Marinetti has been “a revelation” thanks to his “warm
and vigorous eloquence”. His lectures have convinced the Russian
public that “the authentic Futurism is the Italian Futurism, which is
something very different and much livelier than that poor and
ridiculous mania that is called Russian Futurism”.'®

Marinetti’s brilliant and eloquent lectures were very successful
despite the intervention of the “usual melancholy shadows of the

registro-entrata firma penna — 30 centimetri luce elettrica candele lampioncini — passatisti —
veneziane pianoforte armonium chitarra violino balaika [sic!] chitarra — russa — trianbolare
[sic!] cucina - buffet stanzina — telefono.” (AZETA 1914).

17 Armando Zanetti was born in Cosenza in 1890. After graduating in Rome, he started his career
as a journalist. He spent a period in Serbia writing for “Il Giornale d’Italia” about the Balkan
wars. He then moved to Russia, from where he was correspondent for the newspaper “Il
Giornale d’Italia” from 1913 to 1918. He described the revolutions of 1917. Apparently, he spoke
Russian quite well. When he returned to Italy, he led a fierce campaign against Bolshevik Russia
publishing the book La Russia bolscevica. Tutto U'orrore, Stab. Tipo-Litografico P. Pellas, Roma
1919. After a period in the Italian Nationalist Association, in 1920 he joined the Liberal party
becoming an antifascist. In 1925 he left Italy and lived in Switzerland and Belgium continuing
his activity as a journalist and an anti-fascist. He directed the moderate journal “L’Observateur”.
He was in contact with Nenni, Labriola and Salvemini, by whom he was hosted in London. On
his frequent trips to France, he collaborated with Treves and Turati. After the Second World War
he joined the European Federalist Movement, for which he founded and directed, between 1959
and 1961, “L'Opinion europeenne”. He died in Parma in 1977.

18 «T futuristi russi [...] rompevano le scatole al pubblico apparendo per le conferenze e per i
teatri con il viso dipinto, o in camiciotto giallo, o con le mani sporche, o con la camicia tipo
teppista, lanciando qua un fischio, 1a un’insolenza, schiaffeggiando oggi un poeta celebre,
insultando domani un conferenziere gradito al pubblico o il pubblico stesso.” (Zanetti 1914).

19 “Rivelazione per il pubblico russo che [...] si & trovato all’improvviso conquistato da
quell’eloquenza calda e vigorosa [...] € uscito con la persuasione che il futurismo autentico,
quello italiano, & qualcosa di ben diverso e ben piu vitale di quella povera, ridicola mania che
prende il nome di futurismo russo.” (Zanetti 1914).
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Notes on the Beginning of the Myth

Russian futurists,”® with a package of inarticulate protest-posters
against the foreign darling of the public, uncertain whether to throw
them or not.?! [...] Needless to say, this behaviour is not very
sympathetic nor very loyal towards Marinetti.”*> Zanetti’s
comparison between Itallan and Russian Futurism is
understandably favourable to the former, which has reacted to “the
discomfort of the old culture” and expresses “a fervour of new life,
of new creation”.?®

The “so-called” Russian Futurism “wants to be nationalist, but
its nationalism is almost xenophobic like the Chinese Wall”*

it is a Futurism without vigor and without impetus,
absolutely devoid of that intense feeling of modern life that
is so much a part of Italian futurist poetry. It is incapable of
ardent aspirations, closed in an ignorance of European life
that is not compensated by any clear and precise conscience
of an original Russian will. Or if in their consciousness there
is a Russian aspiration, it is negative, destructive, nihilistic.
Russian Futurism is not the beginning of a new movement,
but the last stage, the last consequence of a movement that
disrupts all human consciousness and energy, of a series of
negations and aberrations that great artists of the past have
depicted in their immortal novels.?

20 According to the newspaper “Peterburgskii Kur’er”, n. 23, February 24, 1914, a group of
Futurist youngsters with horrible flowers in their pinholes, flashy ties and scruffy appearance
were present at the lecture. See Lapshin (2008: 141, 161).

21 Clearly, here Zanetti hints at the boycott of Marinetti’s lecture attempted by Khlebnikov and
Livshits.

22 «[...] le solite malinconiche ombre dei futuristi russi, con un pacchetto di sgrammaticati
manifestini-protesta contro lo straniero beniamino del pubblico, incerti se lanciarli o no [...] Non
e il caso di insistere sul contegno poco simpatico e poco leale dei futuristi russi, o0 almeno di
alcuni, verso Marinetti.” (Zanetti 1914).

23 «T1 merito e la forza del futurismo italiano stanno appunto nel fatto che questi tentativi
rispondono a un disagio della vecchia cultura e a un fervore di vita nuova, di creazione nuova
[...]I” (Zanetti 1914).

24 “«Anche il cosiddetto futurismo russo vuol essere nazionalista, ma di un nazionalismo quasi
xenofobo da muraglia cinese [...]” (Zanetti 1914).

%5 “Ma e un futurismo senza vigoria e senza slancio, privo assolutamente di quel sentimento
intenso della vita moderna che & tanta parte della poesia futurista italiana, incapace di
aspirazioni ardenti, chiuso in una ignoranza della vita europea che non & compensata da alcuna
chiara e precisa coscienza di una volonta originale russa. O se c’¢ una aspirazione russa nella
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Zanetti quotes a few names of the Futurists he has met. Their
portraits “were drawn by the excellent and friendly fifty-year-old
Futurist Krucionykh [sic!],*® the least distant from the ideology of
Italian Futurism and a supporter of an agreement with Marinetti”.?’
We learn about the “dirty Gnedof”, elsewhere called “Goredof” [sic!],

who doesn’t wash his hands and wants to return to
troglodyte life and is no artist at all. [...] He talks about the
fact that poetry should be incomprehensible, and of a new
language in which he writes, where there is no grammar
and word roots are used in a new way. It is sufficient that a
sound of one syllable delights the poet for that syllable to
constitute a poem.?

loro coscienza, € negativa, distruttiva, nichilista. Il futurismo russo non é il principio d’un
movimento nuovo, ma l'ultima tappa, l'ultima conseguenza di un movimento disgregatore di
ogni coscienza e di ogni energia umana, di una serie di negazioni ed aberrazioni che grandi
artisti del passato hanno raffigurato in romanzi immortali” (Zanetti 1914).

26 Kruchenykh, who was born in 1886, at the time was 28. Clearly, here Zanetti mistakes him for
Kul’bin, who was born in 1868. He had indeed drawn some portraits of Marinetti and other
futurists as reported by some newspaper articles. “[...] i loro ritratti disegnati dall’ottimo e
simpatico futurista cinquantenne Krucionykh, il meno lontano dall'ideologia del futurismo
italiano e partigiano di un'intesa con Marinetti” (Zanetti 1914).

27«[...] iloro ritratti disegnati dall’ottimo e simpatico futurista cinquantenne Krucionykh, il meno
lontano dall’ideologia del futurismo italiano e partigiano di un’intesa con Marinetti” (Zanetti
1914).

28 “[...] un Goredof, che non si lava le mani e vuole il ritorno alla vita dei trogloditi, e non & artista
per nulla [...] Lo sporco Gnedof vi parlera della necessita che la poesia sia incomprensibile, della
lingua nuova in cui egli scrive, in cui ogni grammatica € abolita e ogni radice & adoprata in un
senso nuovo e basta che il suono di una sillaba diletti il poeta perché quella sillaba costituisca
una poesia” (Zanetti 1914).
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Even “the hieratic Jew” Mandel'stam, “an Acmeist,
representative of a school in which everyone has their own
ideology”* is quoted twice. According to the Italian journalist “they
are barely- sketched figures, barely-guessed thoughts, because one
of the most common poses among Russian futurists is the claim of
their own incomprehensibility.”3°

The most interesting and advanced figure in this group,
however, is “Kliebnikof: a tall young man, with little blond hair, stiff,
clumsy, who stammers his answers like a simpleton boy who at an
exam repeats mechanically a subject learned by heart.”?! It has not
been easy for the journalist to extract from him his “precious” ideas,
which Khlebnikov explains “painfully stammering in a lonely corner
of the ‘Stray Bitch”.3*> Zanetti summarizes these ideas rather
effectively, although with more than a hint of irony.

He is a Slavophile, a Slavomaniac, an Asiophile, an
Asiomaniac, in his futurist geography Russia-Slavia begins
east of the Dnieper; German culture must be annihilated [...]
Russia must isolate itself, wait for the renewing germ from
new Asian populations. Asked in what sense Russia should
be renewed, he first entrenches himself behind the
incomprehensibility of the Slavic soul; he then speaks of
Chaldean astrology and Byzantine traditions, of the pagan
cults of ancient Kief, especially of the smoky evening stars
(vecernye sviesdy). Every 1387 years [...] a great empire must
fall. In 1917 the Germanic empire will have to fall under the
blows of Russia, because 1387 years before the empire of...
the Vandals fell. [...] He envisages a new Common Slavic
language, composed only of roots, therefore it will be short

29 “]o ieratico Mandelstam, ebreo, acmeista, cioé rappresentante di una scuola in cui ognuno ha
un’ideologia per conto suo” (Zanetti 1914).

30 «“Sono figure appena abbozzate, pensieri appena indovinati, perché una delle pose pit comuni
ai futuristi russi € la pretesa della propria incomprensibilitad” (Zanetti 1914).

31 “Ma la figura piu interessante della compagnia [...] € Khliebnikof: giovanotto alto, con poco
pelo biondastro, rigido, impacciato, balbuziente nelle risposte come un ragazzo deficiente
all'esame di una materia di ragionamento imparata a macchinetta.” (Zanetti 1914).

32 “Questo il futurismo russo, espostomi con penosa balbuzie in un angolo solitario della Cagna
Randagia” (Zanetti 1914).
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and energetic, but his published poems predate this idea. He
believes that war will disappear, as the development of
astrology, based on historical experience and the
constellations, by predicting the outcome of wars exactly,
will induce the contenders to realize their results without
shedding blood. Anyway, as long as this exact prediction is
not possible, it is good to nourish the military and warlike
spirit. He is quite indifferent to the speed of communication.
He doesn’t see much in mechanical and scientific progress.
Western science is utilitarian and positive; he does not
acknowledge it. Russian science must be Asian, oriental,
contemplative and imaginative. He admits that he and his
Russian companions took on the name of futurists following
the news read in Russian newspapers of the exploits [...] of
the Italian futurists, but he does not want to have anything
in common with them. Indeed, he considers himself a
precursor. They will soon change their name and call
themselves with the corresponding Russian word:
budietliany.

This is the first time Khlebnikov’s personality and ideas about
language, war and history were reported to the Italian public. As we
have seen, the source of this information is the poet himself. We find

33 «E slavofilo, slavomane, asiofilo, asiomane; nella sua geografia futurista la Russia-Slavia
comincia ad oriente del Dniepr; la cultura tedesca dev’essere annientata [...] La Russia deve
isolarsi, attendere da nuove popolazioni asiatiche il germe rinnovatore. Pregato di dire in che
senso dovrebbe rinnovarsi la Russia, si trincera dapprima dietro I'incomprensibilita dell'anima
slava; parla poi dell'astrologia caldea delle tradizioni bizantine, dei culti pagani dell'antica Kief,
specialmente delle fumose stelle della sera (viecernye sviesdy). Ogni 1387 anni deve cadere un
grande impero; nel 1917 dovra cadere, sotto i colpi della Russia, I'impero germanico, perché 1387
anni prima e caduto l'impero dei... Vandali. [...] Egli prevede una nuova lingua slava comune,
composta di sole radici, percio breve ed energica, ma le sue poesie pubblicate sono antecedenti
a questa idea. Crede che la guerra dovra scomparire, in quanto lo sviluppo di quella tale
astrologia, basata sull'esperienza storica e sulle costellazioni, facendo prevedere esattamente
I'esito delle guerre, indurra i contendenti a realizzarne i risultati senza spargere sangue. Del
resto, finché questa previsione esatta non e possibile, & bene alimentare lo spirito militare e
bellicoso. Alla rapidita delle comunicazioni egli & abbastanza indifferente; nei progressi
meccanici e scientifici non vede un gran che: la scienza occidentale ¢ utilitaria e positiva; egli
non la riconosce; la scienza russa deve essere asiatica, orientale, contemplativa e fantasiosa.
Ammette di avere, egli e i suoi compagni russi, assunto il nome di futuristi in seguito alle notizie
che si leggevano sui giornali russi delle imprese dei futuristi italiani, ma egli con loro non vuol
avere nulla di comune, si considera anzi come un precursore; presto cambieranno nome e si
denomineranno colla parola russa corrispondente, budietliany” (Zanetti 1914).
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here an unexpected interpretation of the famous prediction about
the fall of an Empire in 1917 “Should we not therefore expect some
state to fall in 1917?” (CW I: 284).3* The poet formulated it as early as
in 1912 in his pamphlet Uchitel’ i uchenik (Master and Disciple). In
the collective publication Poshchochina obshchestvennomu vkusu (A
Slap in the Face of Public Taste), under the title “Vzor na 1917 god”
(An Outlook on the Year 1917), he repeats it in a slightly varied
fashion at the end of a list of empires and states that fell “Somebody
191773

In the pamphlet Bitvy 1915-1917. Novoe uchenie o voine (Battles
1915-1917. New Teaching about the War), published at the end of
1915-beginning of 1916, the prediction of the fall of a State in 1917 is
connected to another past event “Uepe3 365 mocie 1552 ropa
npuxomuTcs 1917 r.”%¢ (SS VI.1: 98, 389).

The preface by Kruchenykh that originally opened the
pamphlet, which was not republished in Markov’s 1972 reprint of SP
and some additional materials, can shed some light on the current
interpretation of that prediction at the time:

[...] Only we (either Futurians or Asians) risk taking the
handle of the numbers of history in our hands and twirling
them like a coffee machine! V. Khlebnikov is an extremely
belligerent man and was born as such. Anyone who has read
his “Battle song of the Slavs”, the call “Following the course
of the Sun against the Germans”, “Night in Galicia”, etc. (see
"Izbornik" and "Ryav!"), knows that the Great War of 1914
and the conquest of Galicia were praised by Khlebnikov
already in 1908! Therefore, we will not look askance at his
prophecies in this book. Their historical and poetic
significance has already been indicated. Their definition of
individual events will be clarified by the events themselves.

34 “Ho B 534 ropiy 66110 ITIOKOPEHO LIAPCTBO BaH1aI0B: He caeyeT JIU XAATh B 1917 roxy afieHus
rocymapcrsa?” (SS VI.1: 43).

35 “HekTo 1917” (Poshchochina 1912).

% «“The year 1917 happens 365 [years] after 1552”.
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If in 1915 the destinies that are still “in the hands”
(manuscripts) of Khlebnikov come true, then his research
will become a historical law. Or we will have to check these
calculations, calling on new parts of the world and new
worlds for help... But now the brave Khlebnikov challenged
the war itself to a duel!¥’

At the time Khlebnikov’s prediction was interpreted as the fall of a
Germanic state in 1917, which the poet himself must have confirmed
during his ‘interview’ with Zanetti, who, however, regarded it with
some irony and scorn.

However, in August the Great War began for Russia and less
than a year later Italy also entered the conflict. Marinetti, Boccioni
and other members of Italian Futurism enlisted in the army, and
some of them died in the conflict or were wounded. It is no wonder
then if at the beginning of that fateful 1917, another Italian futurist,
Emilio Settimelli (1891-1954), would recall Zanetti’s article and
interpret it as a prophecy of a favorable outcome of the war between
Italy and the Austro-German enemy.

On March 11%, 1914, the weekly “L’Italia Futurista” (Futurist
Italy), directed by E. Settimelli and A. Ginna, published in great
prominence an article by Settimelli entitled “Prodigious prophecy of
a Russian futurist on the outcome of the war”. The article published
three years before by Zanetti about Russian futurists in the “Giornale
d’Italia” is recalled to the memory:

37 «[...] nump MBI (TO 6ydenuisiHe, TO A3UAMbl) PUCKYEM B3SITb B CBOM PYKH PYKOSTh YHCEII
HCTOPHHU U BepTeTh UMH, KaK MalllUHKOM 719 BEIZIeNIKU Kode! [...] B. XIIeOHUKOB Upe3BEIUYaiiHO
BOMHCTBEHHBIH 4eJIOBEK M POJLUWICA TaKOBBIM. KTo uuTan ero «boeBylo ClaBsH», IIPHU3BIB
«I[Toconmoub Ha HeMb», «Houb B lamiuu» u ap. (cMm. «M360pHUK» U «PgBl», TOT 3HaeT, 4TO
BenuKas BolHa 1914 r. u 3aBoeBaHUe ['aMIuK BocneTH XiIeOGHUKOBEIM ke B 1908 roxny! He
OyZeM II03TOMY KOCHUTBHCSI Ha ero IIpopodYecTBa B IIpefjlaraeMON KHUTre. VKe yKasaHO HUX
HCTOpHYEeCKOe U II03THYeCcKoe 3HaueHue. VX e olpefiesieHHe OTHeNIbHBIX COOBITUH BBISICHST
caMu co6wITHUSL. Ecu B 1915 1. cOyAyTCsS CyAbOBI, HaXOAAIHecss MoKa «B pykax» (PyKOMUCSX)
X1e6HUKOBa, — TO €r0 M3BICKAHUS CTAaHYT UCTOPHYECKUM 3aKOHOM. WM Xe IpUAETCS
IIPOBEPUTH BBIYUCIIEHHUS, IIPHU3BAaB Ha IIOMOIIb ellle HOBBIE YaCTH CBeTa U HOBBbIe MUPEHL.. HO
Telnepb Xpabphlil XiIeGHUKOB CcAesal BEI30B caMOM BoiiHe — K 6apbepy!” (SS VI.1: 387-388).
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In my half-sleep these letters and numbers danced before
me: See the Giornale d’Italia of March 5%, 1914: My prophecy
about the war! Kliebnikof Russian futurist.

Kliebnikof? The Russian futurist? A prophecy about war? I
was overcome by curiosity. I got up. I probably still had that
newspaper in which I remembered reading an article by
Zanetti on Russian Futurism in general and on the strange
Kliebnikof in particular.

I found the copy of the Giornale d’Italia. You must get it. It is
from Thursday the 5% of March 1914 and you will be
convinced that the Russian Futurist’s prophecy is truly
prodigious.

There is no trick. This is an article by Armando Zanetti
written several months before the war, when Europe wasn’t
even dreaming of it.*

A long quotation from Zanetti’s article follows. Settimelli’s attitude,
however, is very different to Zanetti’s skepticism and irony:

This prophecy based on such a strange calculation, spanning
ages and ages, based on a span of 1,387 years is absolutely
stunning. [...] Furthermore, Zanetti’s less than benevolent
comments seem to be a real and conscious mockery of his
disbelief. This announcement that the German Empire will
fall 1,387 years after the Vandal Empire is very suggestive.
[...] This pendant with the Vandals, so fatally precise and
exciting, is mocked by Zanetti who puts ironic dots of
reticence before the name of the barbarians... Yet the
comparison between Germans and Vandals is made today
by the whole world! In the same article, again derided by
the journalist, Kliebnikof asserted that: “German culture
must be annihilated.” This is what the whole world thinks

38 “Nel dormiveglia mi danzavano innanzi queste lettere e questi numeri: Vedi il Giornale d'Italia
del 5 marzo 1914: Mia profezia sulla guerra! Kliebnikof Futurista russo. Kliebnikof? Il futurista
russo? Una profezia sulla guerra? La curiosita mi assali. Mi alzai. Dovevo conservare ancora quel
quotidiano nel quale ricordavo di aver letto un articolo di Zanetti sul futurismo russo in generale
e sullo strano Kliebnikof in particolare. Trovai la copia del Giornale d’Italia. Procuratevela. E del
giovedi 5 marzo 1914 e vi convincerete che la profezia del futurista russo € davvero prodigiosa.
Qui non c’é possibilita di trucco. Si tratta di un articolo di Armando Zanetti scritto parecchi mesi
avanti la guerra quando ’Europa neppure la sognava.” (Settimelli 1917).
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today. Let everyone draw whatever conclusion they want
from this bizarre case of telepathy and this undeniable
prediction. We futurists are the supporters of the
miraculous non-logicity of life and at least in this sense this
is decidedly important for us and.. for the passeists.
Enthusiarmic [sic!] greetings to the Futurist Kliebnikof, who
perhaps is fighting against the Germans today, for his
hypnotic and visionary power. Greetings and true
admiration for having been able to trace the condemnation
of these infamous collapsing Germans in the flight of
millennia and in the events of barbarian empires.*

In the end, history would confirm Settimelli’s optimism on the
outcome of the war for Italy. However, on the very day his article
was published, in Russia events took an unforeseen turn. The
February revolution began, the Tsar resigned, the Russian Empire,
founded in 1721 by Peter the Great, came to an end. The Romanov
dynasty, which in 1913 had celebrated the third centenary of its rule,
fell from power and its members would be slaughtered a year later
in Yekaterinburg.

% “La profezia impeniata su un calcolo cosi strano, attraversante epoche ed epoche, basata su
un ritmo di 1387 anni & assolutamente sbalorditiva. [...] Qui i particolari sono di una esattezza
straordinaria. Di piu, i commenti poco benevoli dello Zanetti sembrano una vera e cosciente
beffa alla sua incredulita. Quell’annunciare che I'Impero germanico cadra a 1387 anni di
distanza dopo I'Impero dei Vandali & pieno di suggestione. [...] Questo pendant coi Vandali, cosi
fatalmente preciso ed emozionante & preso in giro dallo Zanetti che faceva precedere il nome dei
barbari da degli ironici puntini di reticenza.... Eppure il paragone fra tedeschi e vandali ¢ fatto
oggi da tutto il mondo! Piu sopra nello stesso articolo sempre deriso dal giornalista il Kliebnikof
asseriva che: «la cultura tedesca deve essere annientata.» Quello che pensa oggi il mondo intiero.
Ognuno tragga la conclusione vuole da questo caso bizzarro di telepatia e da questa previsione
innegabile. [...] Siamo, noi futuristi, i sostenitori della miracolosa alogicita della vita e almeno in
questo senso la cosa e, decisamente importante per noi e... per i passatisti. Un bel saluto
d’entusiarmo [sic!] al futurista Kliebnikof forse oggi combattente contro i tedeschi, per la sua
forza ipnotica e veggente. Un bel saluto, della vera ammirazione per avere saputo rintracciare
nella fuga dei millenni e nelle vicende degli Imperi barbari la condanna di questi infami tedeschi
crollanti” (Settimelli 1917). Given the context and the theme of this article it seems reasonable
to consider the term ‘entusiarmo’ as an occasionalism by Settimelli, who mixes the Italian words
‘entusiasmo’ (enthusiasm) with ‘arma’ (weapon) by changing a single letter.
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b i barbar la condanna
di questi infami tedesehi crol-
lanti.

la nostra bella
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A tutti | noatel rocasm antichi, &
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spocialmente deile fumose atelle
della sera. Ogmi 1337 anni,
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un grande impero, e
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ché 1387 pnni prima é caduto
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la Russia abbatterd la Germania
non & chiaro; ma i futurismo
russo, che & fatalista ha fede che
Panine rwssa §f riscegliord al
OPPOrtuRo »

4 3
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Jo dimentichinmo | . Trieste | tu i
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Notes on the Beginning of the Myth

After the February and October Revolutions Khlebnikov’s
prophecy radically changed its meaning and in the light of these
epochal events, the words that he wrote in “Svoiasi” (Self-
statement),*° albeit not explicitly, seem to predict the collapse of the
Russian Empire and of its ruling house and the beginning of a new
political system: “One brilliant result of my research was the
prediction of the fall of the government in 1917, which I made a few
years before it happened. Of course that’s not enough to convince
science” (CW I: 148).4!

However, this was the interpretation that Soviet and foreign
scholars would consistently give of Khlebnikov’s prophecy. Even the
memory of a possible different interpretation was lost, as was the
memory of that first article by Zanetti that introduced to the Italian
public the strangely fascinating and slightly ridiculous figure of a
Russian futurist who tried give humanity a reliable way to predict
the future and avoid war. The myth of Khlebnikov, therefore, saw its
first germ in Italy in the articles by Zanetti and Settimelli, and then
remained silent for several years, to be revived for a short time with
two translations of prose texts in the 1930s and 1940s. It was only
later taken up and developed first by Poggioli and later by Ripellino,
who in 1968 with his book of translations of Khlebnikov’s poems and
his seminal essay, would definitively introduce this author into the
Italian literary scene and create a new myth of the Russian
budetlianin.

40 An article that was meant as an introduction to a collection of his works that never saw the
light.

4 “BrecTAIUM yCIeXOM OBUIO IIpeficKa3aHHe, CAeJaHHOe Ha HECKOJIbKO JIeT paHblle, O
KpyLIeHUH rocygapcrsa B 1917 roxy. KoHeuHo, 3TOr0 Masio, 4ToObI 06PAaTUTh HAa HUX BHUMaHUe
ydeHoro mupa.” (SS I: 9).
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