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Ronald Vroon

KHLEBNIKOV AND WHITMAN
A REAPPRAISAL

Abstract. Walt Whitman’s influence on Velimir Khlebnikov has been
universally acknowledged but frequently poorly understood and too
superficially characterized because of the impact of Kornei Chukovskii’s claim
that Khlebnikov was explicitly parodying Whitman in his early poem Zverinets
and because Khlebnikov’s clearly positive assessment of Whitman in the last
years of his life could easily be projected on his whole life’s work, though
Khlebnikov himself categorically denied that Whitman had influenced his pre-
revolutionary poetry. In the present study we pay particular attention to certain
key paratexts in collections of Whitman’s verse in translations of Kornei
Chukovskii, focusing in particular on the collection which Khlebnikov
(according to one eyewitness) kept in his possession in 1921-1922, to determine
how the paratexts of that edition might have influenced his reception of the
American bard.

Keywords. Khlebnikov, Chukovskii, Bucke, Whitman, paratexts.

AnHoTamuss. BinusHue VYonara VurMeHa Ha Bemumupa Xie6HUKOBa
0011eIIPU3HAaHO, HO IIOXO0 U3YYEHO U OGBIYHO II0OBEPXHOCTHO XapaKTePU3yeTCs
Ha OCHOBe 3aMedyaHui KopHess YyKOBCKOTO O TOM, YTO XJIEOHUKOB OTKPOBEHHO
[IApPOAUPOBaJl YUTMEHAa B CBOEM paHHeH II03Me «3BepHHell», U YTO SIBHO
IIOJIOKUTEJIbHAs OlleHKa YHUTMeHa XJIEOHUKOBBIM B IIOC/Ie€HUE TOAbI €ro
JKU3HHU MOJKHO 3aKOHOMEPHO IIPOeliMpoBaTh Ha ero «KU3Hb U TBOPUYECTBO» B
1[eJIOM, XOTA caM XJIeOHUKOB KaTerOpUYeCKU OTPULA/I BIMsSHUEe YUTMEHa Ha
€r0 JIOPeBOJIIOIIMOHHBIE CTUXU. B  HacTOAIlEM  HCCIeLOBAHUM MBI
paccMaTpuBaeM HEKOTOPble K/IIOYEeBBIE ITapaTeKCThl B COOPHUKAX CTUXOB
YUTMeHa, IepeBefleHHbIX UyKOBCKUM, obOpallas oco6oe BHUMAaHHUE Ha TOT
COOPHUK, KOTOPHIH (II0 CBUIETEILCTBY OJJHOI'0 O4YeBH/1a) XJIEOHUKOB BO3UII C
co6oit B 1921-1922 rr., YTOOHI OIIPEEIUTD, KaK IapaTeKCThl 3TOTO HU3JaHUSI
MOIJIY IIOBJIUSITh HAa XJIEOHUKOBCKYIO PellelMI0 aMepHUKaHCKOTo 6apaa.

KioueBbie c1oBa. XiIeOHUKOB, UyKOBCKUM, BEKK, YUTMEH, ITapaTeKCTHI.

Ronald Vroon (UCLA) — vroon@humnet.ucla.edu

The author declares no conflict of interest.
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Ronald Vroon

The history of Walt Whitman’s reception in Russia has been
reviewed and documented in a number of studies, leaving the clear
picture of a poet who, though familiar to readers through the last
four decades of the nineteenth century, became a major influence on
Russian poetry and poetics only in the first two decades of the
twentieth (see, inter alia, Allen 1975, Abieva 1986, Chukovskii 1966:
241-262, Evich 2007, Leighton 1982, Orlitskii 2018). Two writers
served as the major transmitters of his legacy: the Russian Symbolist

Konstantin Bal’mont and Kornei Chukovskii, a poet, journalist and
literary critic best known today for the children’s verse he wrote
between 1915 and 1930 (see Leighton 1982; Podol’skaia 1992).
Bal’mont’s early contributions to the popularization of Whitman

were limited to a few essays and translations published in
periodicals between 1904 and 1910, followed by a very substantial
collection of translations — more than 200 pages from Leaves of Grass
— published in 1911 under the title Pobegi travy, with a brief preface
(Uitman 1911). Chukovskii also began translating Whitman in the

early 1900s, at about the same time as Bal’mont, but his first
translated collection of Whitman’s verse appeared earlier, in 1907,
under a title that profiled the translator as much as the translatee:
Poet anarchist Uot Uitman. Perevod v stikhakh i kharakteristika

(Chukovskii 1907). It contained a relatively modest thirty-seven
pages of translated poetry (21-57) sandwiched between a twelve-
page biographical introduction (9-20) and a twenty-one-page essay
on his poetry and philosophy (59-79), followed by a three-page
postscript on the Russian reception of Whitman, “Russkoe o
Uitmane” (81-83).

As the content of this edition testifies, Chukovskii was not only
a translator, but also an astute self-promoter. The biographical
introduction and the kharakteristika, both borrowing heavily from
two previously published articles on Whitman (Chukovskii 1906a

and 1906b) maintain a polemical stance toward other interpreters
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Khlebnikov and Whitman

and translators of Whitman as Chukovskii stakes his claim as
Whitman’s chief Russian exponent. Indeed, the three-page post-
script, “Russkoe o Uitmane” (Chukovskii 1907) highlights errors
made by previous translators and commentators, concluding with a
brief critique of Bal’'mont, Chukovskii’s chief rival.

Many of Khlebnikov’s editors and critics have commented on
Whitman and how the latter’s writing might have influenced

Khlebnikov. Regrettably, many of these remarks are based on an
inadequate study either of Khlebnikov’s works or of the materials on
and by Whitman that were accessible to him. Typical is the following
remark made by Khlebnikov’s editor Nikolai Stepanov in 1936:

Jlajleko He cy4YallHO, YTO yXe B TO BpeMsd [mOociie
peBomonud 1905 1. — RV] 0COGEHHO BBICOKO LI€HUII
X71e6HUKOB BEJIMKOrO I103Ta aMEePUKaHCKON JeMOKpPaTHH
YoTta YUTMaHa, C KOTOPBIM ObLI 3HAKOM KaK I10 IIepeBoiaM,
TaK U B OpUTHHAaJIe. YOT YUTMaH, KOTOPOro OH Ha3bIBaJl
«KOCMHUYECKUM  IICUXOIPUEMHUKOM»,  OJIM30K  OBLI
X71e6HUKOBY CBOMM IIaHTEUCTUYECKUM CIIUSIHUEM C
IIPUPOZOHN, CBOMM OYHTapCKUM YTONMU3MOM (Stepanov
1936: 37).

In a somewhat more reserved fashion Vladimir Markov, while
recognizing that Whitman’s prosody probably influenced
Khlebnikov’s adoption of free verse in his last long poems in 1921-
22, also opines that:

Khlebnikov’s free verse may go back to Kuzmin, his
admitted master.... Another influence must have been Walt
Whitman, who is often mentioned in connection with
Khlebnikov’s early work, “Zverinets.” At the time
Khlebnikov must have been familiar with Kornei
Chukovsky’s translation of Whitman, which appeared in
1907, and it is understandable that he would have been
attracted by the American poet’s pantheism. In 1921, when
he was writing his late poems, Khlebnikov “enjoyed
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listening to readings from Whitman in English, though he
had difficulty in understanding the language,” and he used
to say that Whitman “has no equal among poets” (Markov
1962: 156).

These assessments are troublesome for several reasons. First, while
Khlebnikov was indeed in a position to read Whitman’s poetry in
Russian in Chukovskii’s translations of 1907 and earlier, he was
insufficiently familiar with English to appreciate the contents, let
alone the prosodic novelty, of Whitman’s verse (see in this
connection, the commentary to Zverinets in SS V: 394), and in fact
wrote far less poetry in free verse before the Revolution than after.
Second, we need a broader context to understand Stepanov’s and
Markov’s citing of Dmitrii Kozlov’s memoirs here. Speaking of
Whitman to Kozlov, Khlebnikov did indeed say, “Drugogo
podobnogo emu — net”, but goes on to explain:

ITymikuH, CepBaHTec, J[laHTe, PycTaBesln CIHIIKOM
YeJIOBEYHEI, IOXAaJlyHd MOJibKO 4YejloBeyHBl. HO U OHU -
IBOPYCH, CPaBHUTENBHO C APYTUMHU... [103THI ponOsATCA
ONWH Ha TeIcAYY JieT. Kak U Hpi0TOHEI, ['anmuinen, MapKcChH U
JIEHUHHI...

OfgHU IPOHU3BIBAIOT B30POM 3BE3OHYIO TBEPAb, APYrue
IIPUNAZLAI0T YXOM K CEIPOH 3eMIIe...

OOHU TOJIBKO HOIOM B COBPEMEHHOCTH, a Ha 99% B
oyay1eM, Ipyryue TOJIbKO B COBPEMEeHHOCTH. ..

KoMy Hazo 6BUI0 POAUTHCS TPU THICIUYM JIET TOMY Hasag,
HaIp., P03aHOBY, a KOMY JXUTb BECTH JieT ciycTd (Kozlov
1927:179).

Thus, Khlebnikov is comparing Whitman with other poets, but
less in terms of their poetics than the chronotopes they privilege.

Third, in the prerevolutionary period Khlebnikov almost
always mentions Whitman in tandem with Chukovskii and has
virtually nothing to say about the American poet’s verse or his
poetics. His mention of the American poet in this period generally
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appears in his critiques of Kornei Chukovskii, who wanted to present
Whitman as the world’s first Futurist (Chukovskii 1913). In doing so
Khlebnikov and other Futurists saw him as undercutting their own

claim to originality and importance as social and cultural innovators.
To the extent that any commentary on Whitman is discernable in
Khlebnikov’s responses to Chukovskii’s claim, he appears to be
disdainful of Chukovskii’s public pronouncements — in lectures or in
print — about Whitman’s political and social views, in particular his
defense of democracy. Khlebnikov writes in October 1913:

I
Bbl, BOJIHBI I'PSA3H U IIOPOKa U 6ypsi MEP30CTH AYyIIIeBHOM!
Brl, UyKOBCK<He>, SI6I0HOB<CKHe>! 3HaliTe, y HaC eCTb
3Be3bl, eCTb U pyKa KOpMUero, M Hallled JjaJbe He
CTpAalllHBI Ballla 0caja ¥ IPUCTYII.
CmoBecHBI mHUpaT YYyKOBCKHH C TOIIOPOM VYHTMaHa
BCKOUMJI Ha HCHBITABIIYI0 OypIo JaAblo, YTOO 3aBJIaZleTh
MeCTOM KOpMYero 4 COKpOBHIIIaMHU bera.
Ho pasBe He BHOWUTE y)Ke ero TpyIla, IIaBaloIllero B
BOJIHaXx?
II
[TpucTaB UyKOBCKUH BUepa IPeJIOKUI HaM OTLOXHYTh,
COCHYTh B y4yacTKe YHWTMaHa U KaKOH-TO Kpamuu. Ho
ropzble KOHU [IpsKeBasIbCKOro, IIPEe3pPUTEIbHO (QBIPKHYBE,
OTKasaJIuCh. Y3a CKuda, KOO BBl MOXKeTe BHUJETh Ha
UepTOMIJIBILIKOM Base, OCTaJach BUCETH B Bo3gyxe (NP: 343,
SS VIL.1: 219).1

As T. Grits notes in his commentary on this polemical outburst (NP:
462-464), Khlebnikov is here responding to an essay Chukovskii
published in the newspaper “Russkoe slovo” on June 4, 1913
(Chukovskii 1913) in which he praises Whitman, not for his radical

poetics, but for his radical politics, which for him means his defense
of democracy. That is what Khlebnikov apparently has in mind when

1 See also Khlebnikov’s disparaging remarks about Chukovskii in the rough draft of the
“Rykaiushchii Parnas” draft, SS VI.1: 343.
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he accuses Chukovskii of inviting Russia’s new, homegrown
Futurists to “sosnut’ v uchastke Uitmana i kakoi-to kratii” (i.e. “demo-
kratii” — RV), an invitation Khlebnikov roundly rejects.

Fourth, both Stepanov and Markov project Khlebnikov’s
unambiguously articulated admiration for Whitman in the
postrevolutionary years to his entire poetic career.? This projection
proves to be problematic in assessing Khlebnikov’s evolving attitude
toward the American poet and the various contexts in which he
encountered Whitman’s oeuvre over his own lifetime. How, in other
words, are we to account for the apparent contradiction between
Khlebnikov’s negative reaction to Chukovskii’s “Whitmanophilia” in
1913 and his expressions of admiration for Whitman in the post-
revolutionary period? One possible answer is that Khlebnikov
deeply resented surrendering the honors of Futurist primacy to one
outside of Russia (he reacted with similar antipathy to what he
perceived as Marinetti’s condescending attitude toward Russian
Futurism). Another answer, which we pursue here, is to demonstrate
that Khlebnikov’s admiration for Whitman was a post-revolutionary
phenomenon awakened by considerations having more to do with
Whitman’s status as a prophetic figure than a Futurist avant la lettre.

In building a case for this hypothesis we must consider both 1)
Khlebnikov’s own assessment of Whitman’s influence, and 2) the
texts available to him in familiarizing (and/or refamiliarizing)
himself with Whitman’s life and works. The two factors are
occasionally intertwined. Khlebnikov’s assessment of Whitman’s
influence is most clearly and unequivocally expressed in a source

2 So does Chukovskii. As late as the 1960s he writes: “Benemup [Tak!] Xj1e6HHKOB B Hauaje
CBOETO JIMTEPATYPHOTO MOMIPHUIIA HAXOAWICS IO/ CUJIBHBIM BIIUSTHUEM aMepUKaHCKOro 6apza.
ITo ciioBam ero apyra . Ko3moBa, 03T ‘O4eHb JIIOOUII CIIyIIaTh YUTMEHA M0-aHTJIUICKY, XOTS
OH He BIIOJIHE TTOHUMaJ aHTJIMHCKUH s3bIK’™” (Chukovskii 1966: 251). What Chukovskii fails to
mention is that Kozlov made Khlebnikov’s acquaintance only in late 1921, and therefore we can
safely conclude only that toward the end of his life Khlebnikov liked to hear Whitman read aloud
in English.
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first cited by A. Parnis, a literary sketch on the occasion of
Khlebnikov’s death composed by A. Borodin, a Baku colleague of
Khlebnikov who was also a specialist on Whitman (see T: 679,
Khlebnikov 2001: 663 and SS V: 394; see also Korovin 2019;

Khlebnikov and Whitman

regrettably Korovin’s lecture and the book about which he is
speaking (Borodin 1922b) were not accessible to the author of this
essay at the time of writing) and for a time head of the Red Star Naval
University (Morskoi universitet “Krasnaia zvezda”) in Baku, where
Khlebnikov publicly announced his final discovery of the Laws of

Time. Borodin writes:

A. E. Parnis, in his commentary on Khlebnikov’s Zverinets, cites an
unpublished essay by Khlebnikov, tentatively dated 1920, where we

read:

K. UyKOBCKUI B CBOeH KHUTe 00 YUTM3He ITHCaJI, MEXIY
IIPOYUM, YTO X. “OTKPOBEHHO IapOSUPOBaJI B CBOEH II03Me
‘3BepuHel’ YUTMIHOBCKYIO ‘TlecHp 0 caMoM cebe’” (33
oTpriBKa). Korpma s 3arosopus 06 3atoM ¢ B. B. OH
PeLINTeIbHO 3asiBHJI, UYTO IIO3HAKOMHMIICA C V. yKe II0oCie
TOr'0, KaK ObUIM HAIIMCAHEI Bellly, I1I03BOJISIOIIHE JyMaTh O
BJIMSIHUH WJIM 3aUMCTBOBaHUH (Borodin 1922a: 4).2

['oBoOp<AT>, 4 moppa<)karw> YHUTMEHY, [a, eCIH UMeT<b>
Tak<oe> JjKe YHC<JIO> TIJla<3>, KaK U y Bac, 3HAYUT
IO pak<aTh> BaM, €CJIM CMOTPETH Ha TO JKe COJIHIIe, KaK U
BB, 3HAUUT IIOApPa)k<aTb> BaM, TO A [OApa<)Kaiw>
Yutm<eny> (Khlebnikov 2001: 663).

Chukovskii’s own more qualified assessment of Khlebnikov’s
reception of Whitman is well documented by Parnis (T: 679; see also

Khlebnikov 2001: 663).

3T would like to express my gratitude to Iurii Borisovich Orlitskii for making a copy of Borodin’s

article available to me.
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Despite the evidence Parnis cites, a well-known Western
scholar dismissed Khlebnikov’s repudiation, claiming that
Khlebnikov’s denial of any familiarity with Whitman prior to the
composition of Whitmanesque verse early in his career, is “a not
uncommon way of repudiating allegations of ‘influence’ or
‘plagiarism’. The whole question of a possible influence...is,
however, as it seems to me, of minor interest” (Nilsson 1991: 50). But

the author of the words I have just cited also notes that “Whitman’s
influence on Russian poetry in those years was not insignificant.
Chlebnikov has himself testified to his enthusiasm. In the last years
of his life, he is said to have carried Chukovskii’s book in his pocket”
(Nilsson 1991: 48).

Such is indeed the case. But how are we to explain such

contradictory evidence? One important key to this conundrum may
be found in the very book Khlebnikov was carrying around with him.
Of this book memoirist Olga Samorodova wrote in 1928:

EnuHCTBeHHasA KHUTIa, KOTOPYIO OH BCIOAY BO3MUJI C CO6OIO,
6bU1 YUTMeH B nepeBoe YyKoBCKOT0. OT3bIB YHYKOBCKOTO O
HeM, KaK 0 pyCCKOM YHUTMeHe, OH, BUTUMO, BBICOKO I[€HHII,
M, KOI'Zja aBajl MHe IIpOYeCTh CTPOKH, YKasbIBaloI[He Ha
3TO CXOJICTBO, S BIIEPBBIE YBH/ajla B €ro JIKIe OTpa’keHHe
BHYTPEeHHeH ropaoctu (Samorodova 1972: 191).

These words are not entirely accurate. It is not clear exactly
when or where Chukovskii calls Khlebnikov “the Russian Whitman”,
and Khlebnikov’s own remarks made to A. Borodin suggest that the
similarities between his verse and Whitman’s were to be attributed
to something other than poetic “influence”, which he categorically
denied.

That “something other” is readily identified once we ascertain
what book Khlebnikov was carrying about with him. Before turning
to that book and examining its contents, let us briefly review the
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Khlebnikov and Whitman

publication history of Chukovskii’s Whitman collections, the main
channels through which Khlebnikov familiarized himself with the
American poet’s life and works. The first edition, as we have already
noted, came out in 1907 in St. Petersburg bearing the title Poet-
anarkhist Uot Uitman. Perevod v stikhakh i kharakteristika
(Chukovskii 1907). The main critical essay in the book, “Uot Uitman:
poet” (59-79) focuses on two major aspects of the poetry: Whitman’s

“democratism” and his individualism.

The second edition of Chukovskii’s Whitman came out in
Moscow in 1914 under the title Poeziia griadushchei demokratii. Uot
Uitmen (Chukovskii 1914). It differs in many respects from the first

edition: a preface by Ilia Efimovich Repin (5-6) opens the book,
followed by an apologetic note (“Ot sostavitelia”, 7-8) wherein
Chukovskii expresses his displeasure with the previous edition and
informs us that he has revised all his translations. He reintroduces
Whitman as a poet of collective love and peace in opposition to the
extravagant individualism of the Symbolist followers of Nietzsche (7-
8). There follows a much longer biographical introduction (9-65) and
a much larger selection of poems in verse translation (66-103). The
volume concludes with a lengthier essay, “Russkoe o Uitmene” (104-
124), on Russian-language news reports and essays (often themselves
translated from non-Russian sources, e.g., the writing of William
James and Knut Hamsun); the essay concludes with a brief excursus
on “Uitman i futuristy” (122-124). This 1914 edition is particularly
germane vis-a-vis Khlebnikov in that 1) it contains a translation of
the section of Whitman’s Song of Myself (section 33) that, according
to Chukovskii, Khlebnikov’s Zverinets resembles (Zverinets was
composed in 1909); 2) in his excursus on Whitman and Russia’s
Futurists Chukovskii for the first time asserts in print that
Khlebnikov’s Zverinets “otkrovenno parodiroval Uitmena”
(Chukovskii 1914: 122), which Khlebnikov, as we have seen,
explicitly denied.
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The third edition (Chukovskii 1918), Poeziia griadushchei
demokrattii. Uot Uitmen appeared in Petrograd. The prefatory
remarks by Repin have been removed, and the note “Ot sostavitelia”
has been retitled “Ot avtora” (5-8) revised and enlarged to include a
brief bibliography of books in English on Whitman, and here
Chukovskii mentions in passing Canadian psychiatrist and
theosophist Richard Maurice Bucke, who befriended and wrote
about Whitman and is now best known for a theosophical classic
titled Cosmic Consciousness: A Study in the Evolution of the Human
Mind (Bucke 1901), which appeared soon thereafter in Russian

translation (Békk 1915).# There follows a lengthy essay. “Uot Uitmen.
1819-1892” (9-76), subtitled in the table of contents “kritiko-
bibliograficheskaia stat’ia”, which repeats much of what is given in
the 1914 edition, often reordered. The essay diverges in many
respects from that biographical essay in the 1914 edition; for our
purposes one of the most important differences is the insertion of a
footnote to a passage describing Whitman’s “epiphany”, the moment
in 1853 or 1854 when he experienced that oneness with God and the
universe described by Bucke as “cosmic consciousness”; Chukovskii
here references the pages in the 1915 Petrograd translation of
Bucke’s book that are dedicated to Whitman. After citing the pages,
he summarizes some of Bucke’s views as follows: “Richard Moris
Békk stavit Uitmena riadom s takimi Bogovidtsami, kak Iisus
Khristos 1 Budda” (Chukovskii 1918: 22). After the biographic essay
we find the translations of Whitman’s verse (77-129), a selection as

substantial as that which one finds in the 1914 edition, but with a

4 Chukovskii dates the Russian translation “1914” (see citation that follows, Chukovskii 1918:
149); the Russian State Library catalogue dates the book “1915”. Bucke is already mentioned in
the first edition of Chukovskii’s Whitman translations, but only among a list of friends of the
poet (Chukovskii 1907: 82). Here, in the 1918 edition, he is simply identified as one of several
“idolopoklonniki” of Whitman whom G. W. Allen later includes among those “mythmakers”
whose legends about Whitman were exposed and debunked by later biographers of the poet
(Allen 1975: 312).
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different selection and with some works retranslated. One of the
pieces carried over from the 1914 edition is the 33" section of Song
of Myself that Chukovskii claimed Khlebnikov had parodied in his
verse, a claim which, as in the second edition, is set forth in the essay
“Russkoe o Uitmene” (130-149) with a similar review of essays and
news about Whitman in Russian in the writings of Knut Hamsun,
William James and others. Among the major differences between
this essay and the one with the same title in the second edition are 1)
the addition of a brief note on Ilya Repin’s view of Whitman with an
extensive citation from the preface by Repin in the second edition; 2)
a new sub-chapter on “Uitmen v istorii amerikanskoi slovesnosti”
and, perhaps most significantly, 3) a brief discourse on Whitman’s
“Cosmic Consciousness” (149). This paratext may be our most
important key to understanding Khlebnikov’s reception of Whitman
toward the end of his life. It reads, in part:

KocMuyeckoe co3HaHie YHTM3Ha
HaMb yKe ClIy4yasioCchb YIIOMHUHATh JIIOOOIBITHBINA TPYAb
KaHaJicCKaro  [Jokropa Puuapma  Mopuca  Béxkka
«Kocmuueckoe CosHaHie», rib YUTM3HB COIIOCTABISETCS
¢b byanon, Incycoms Xpuctoms, MaroMeToMs U JPYTUMHU
OCHOBATeJISIMU MipOBBIXD PEeUriu. Takuxsb
HeyMbpPEeHHEIXb TOUUTaTeJIed YUTM9HA OOUHD aHTJIIUCKIN
II03TDH SI3BUTEJIBHO Ha3Ba/Ib YUTMaHbsIKaMHU. Bb 1914 rofgy
[Tak!] aTa «<yUTMaHiaKaJbHasI» KHUTA BBIIIJIA Bh PYCCKOMb
nepesonb BB usmartenbCTBb «HOBBINM UenoBbKBL». ABTOPD
3aTthstiip  cobGpaTh W U3CAbAOBaTH  BCEBO3MOXXHBIE
YyesioBbuecKie JOKYMEHTEH], OTHOCALIieCsS Kb «03apeHIIMb»
U «IIPOCBbT/IIEeHIAMB» U30PAHHBIXb 3KCTaTUYECKUX'D VI,
BBIIIE/IINXD 3a TpPaHU OOBIYHArO CO3HaHifl, BHE3aIHO
yBbpoBaBIIVMXb Bb O0KECTBEHHOCTh Mipa, Bb 6e3cMepTie
Oy, TJITHYBIIUXD U3b BpeMeHU Bb BbUuHOCTE. Kojutekiyis
y Hero Iojy4yuiach 6oraTasi, ¥ BEIBOJbI, Kb KOTOPBIMB OHB
IIPHUILETD, TI000NBITHBI (Chukovskii 1918: 149).
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The book ends with a postface, “Uitmen i demokratiia” (150-153) by
Anatolii Lunacharskii.

The fourth edition of Chukovskii’s book (Chukovskii 1919) is of
the greatest importance for us because we know it is the one

Khlebnikov would not part with in the last two years of his life — the
copy has been preserved in the Khlebnikov museum in Astrakhan.’
The fourth edition was published in Moscow, under the same title as
the second and third editions, in the new orthography, by the
Petrograd Soviet of Workers and Red Army Deputies. This is
essentially a reprint of the 1918 edition, without Lunacharskii’s
essay® “Uitmen i demokratiia”, but including the subsection on
“Kosmicheskoe soznanie Uitmena” (Chukovskii 1919: 119-120).
Khlebnikov probably acquired a copy of the book in the winter or

spring of 1919, when he was in Petersburg or Moscow, or after he
arrived in Khar’kov.

It is curious that Khlebnikov’s mentions of Whitman are
clustered at the beginning and end of his creative lifespan. The
remarks made prior to the First World War, as we have seen, are
intended to defend the originality of the Cubo-Futurists and his own
as well. The mentions of Whitman (or memoirists’ evidence of his
interest in Whitman) that start up again in 1918 after four years of
silence are mostly focused, not on his verse, but on his persona, on
his status as a prophetic figure. The first such reference is in the
tabular essay Poedinok s Khammurabi (1918) where Whitman and
Jesus Christ are seen as comparable champions of the poor and
defenders of the God of the poor: “liubotesy i bogotesy boga
bednykh” (SS VI.1: 296-97).

> I'would like to express my gratitude to Aleksandr Aleksandrovich Mamaev, former director of
the museum, for informing me that the museum housed this book, and for granting me access
to it. The inventory number of Khlebnikov’s copy of this book, is MXK - 355.

6 Chukovskii later mistakenly claimed that the 1919 edition is accompanied by Lunacharskii’s
postscript (Chukovskii 1966: 6).
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This pairing of Jesus Christ and Whitman, one of several “pary
podobnykh liudei” (SS VI.1: 296-97), born at intervals of 365 years,
finds its fullest extrapolation in the 1919 essay Koleso rozhdenii
where Khlebnikov notes that 365-5 years after the birth of Christ
Whitman was born, based on dates drawn from Bucke’s Cosmic
Consciousness. Khlebnikov in all likelihood looked up Bucke’s book
after reading Chukovskii’s annotation about it and about Whitman’s
“cosmic consciousness”. He writes in Koleso rozhdenii:

[[To Beky («KocMuueckoe cosHaHUe»), Mucyc popuiics 3a 6
JIeT 10 XPUCTUAHCKOHU 3pPHBI, B 6-O0M roay, depes 365 mocie
MbaH1us. Yepes 365-4 rmociie Mucyca, B 1454 <ropy> npHUIen
CaBoHapoJa. «Apyr 6eaHbIX, 64 60TaThIX», a yepe3 365-5
rocie Nucyca, B 1819 <roxpy> poskgaercsa YutMmas, a B 1818
<rompy> — Kapn Mapkc. Minu Kapin Mapkc IpuIlen yepes
365-8 mocie 6paxmMaHcKoro byaasl, o bxarasarte-ITypaHe.
Benb VuTMaH — Mucyc, HO OCBIITAaHHBIM UCKpaMU paboyero
CTaHKa, a He OpBI3TaMU MOpPS U IIBUIBIO opor. Pabouyue B
OBIMHBIX O[eX[aX IIPHUIIJIM Ha CMEHY CTapbhIX CeabIX
prI6aKOB. BcmoMHY, 4yTO MaHIIUH, BeJIMKUH cTapel] KuTas,
YUYUIL: «<HAPOZ, 60JIblile, YeM 60TH, 60TU OO0JIbIIIE, YeM I]aPb»,
Y CTaBWJI Llapey Ha IIOCIejHee MEeCTO B CBOEU ouepenu, a
TBOPYECTBO GOTOB IIPUIIUCHIBAJI HAPOAY], a OTpeyeHHe OT
KeJlaHUM Oy[ay3Ma UMeJIo LieIbl0 CMSATYUTH COCJIOBHOE
HepaBeHCTBO BOJIBHOM HUIIETOM BepyrooIlnux (SS VI.1: 162).7

Khlebnikov continues to place Whitman in the ranks of
prophetic thinkers and leaders, those whom he terms “svetochi
chelovechestva” (Khlebnikov 2000: 95) in his reflection on historical
cycles in his Doski sud’by. These include: the Buddha of Mongolian
tradition, the Chinese neo-Confucianist Mencius (Meng-zi), who

7 The essay did not appear in print in Khlebnikov’s lifetime. He prepared it for a collection of
articles, Internatsional iskusstva, which was never published (see Parnis 2009) and the full text
was reproduced in Khlebnikov 1935 and later reprinted in the Sobranie sochinenii (SS VI.1: 161-
165). An abridged version of the essay in the form of several theses (see commentary in SS VI.1:
404) was first published in Vroon 1986: 286-287 and subsequently in Khlebnikov 1988: 214-215.
Prominent among the theses are the remarks about Whitman: they are set in square brackets
by the editor of the Sobranie sochinenii in the passage we have cited above.
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defended the right of revolution, Jesus Christ, Girolamo Savonarola,
Karl Marx, and Walt Whitman.

As Khlebnikov sums up in his Doski sud’by, his magisterial final
reflections on the Laws of Time:

ITO JIIOAU OFSHOM CyAbOBL.

Bynma cmenan To, 4eMy Y4YMII feiaTh Mucyc, pasgan cBoe
I[aPCTBO U yIlIeJl HUIIUM B MUD, IIJIaya O «TIIeTe 3eMHOTO».
M>3HII3BI TOBOPUWJII: «OOTH OOJIbIlle Iiapeid, Hapox 6oJiblie
60r0B»; HAPOL > 60T > napu. OH I'PYCTUII, BUAS Pasgoiibe
OJIeHe¥ KPYIITHBIX IIOMEIUYbUX UMEHUH CBOEro BpeMeHH:
«ylIa 06JIMBaeTCs KPOBBIO».

CaBoHapojsia OrHEHHBIM IIPOPOK OeOHBIX, PHUMCKOU
rOJIBITHOBI, HeBeHUaHHBIN KOPOoJIb PUMa.

YutmMaH u Mapkc ciaoBapp 1npomnosenu  HMucyca,
IIPOIIIENITAHHBIN U ITO4CKa3aHHBIN BOJTHAMU ['aInIefiCKoro
MOpSI Cpefu pPHIOAKOB, IlepeBeIM Ha CI0Bapb JBIMHBIX
CTAHKOB M 3aBOJIOB, U IIOJ KOIT4eHoe Heb0o 19-ro cTojeTHs
BO3BesHu cTeHbl Mucyca (Khlebnikov 2000: 96).

Highly suggestive is the fact that in Doski sud’by Khlebnikov
once again mentions Richard Bucke as his authority for dating the
birth of Jesus Christ 6 BCE (Khlebnikov 2000: 94). It is more than
likely that Khlebnikov learned of Bucke’s assessment of Whitman
from Chukovskii’s remarks in the third and fourth editions of his

Whitman translations, and that this assessment played a role in his
renewed appreciation for Whitman, as is apparent in his remarks to
Olga Samorodova and Dmitrii Kozlov. Particularly salient is the
following report by Kozlov of a conversation he had with Khlebnikov
toward the end of 1921:

— Jla, — TOBOPUT OH [Xy1e6HUKOB — RV], — YUTMaH ObLI
KOCMHUYECKHUM IICHXOIIPUEMHHUKOM!

X1e6HUMKOB Has3BaJl I103Ta MeAUYMOM 3II0XH, KOTOPBIH
KaK pafUOIIpHEMHUK, IIpUHUMaeT U OToOpa’kaeT HJeH,
YyBCTBA, BOJIEBbIE BOJIHEI YesioBedyecTBa (Kozlov 1927: 179).
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Not coincidentally, Khlebnikov himself developed an image of
himself as a prophet/philosopher in the closing years of his life,
somewhat akin to Whitman, as depicted both by Bucke and by
Chukovskii in his discussion of Whitman’s “cosmic consciousness”
(see Vroon 1996). This similarity is captured in Borodin’s note on

Khlebnikov on the occasion of the poet’s passing:

X71e6HUKOB He OBbUI, KOHEUYHO, IIPOJIETAPCKUM II03TOM, HO
yeM OH MHe BCerja HHTepeceH U J[JOpPOr, 3TO CBOeH
61130CThI0 K YOTy VYHUTM3HY, CBOeld 6e30peKHOCTHIO,
IIOCTOSSHHOW O0OpaljeHHOCThI0 JAyXa K O6e3rpaHUYHBIM
nansiMm Kocmoca. IlpaBma, yallle BCero ero KOCMHU3M He
II0JIy4asl KOJUIEKTUBUCTCKOM pas3BepCTKH, OHa HOCHUJIA
CKOpee CBepXYyejIOBeYEeCKHH YeM BceueI0BeYeCKHH

XapakTep, HO OJHO HECOMHEHHO — B HHX [Tak!]
YyBCTBOBaJIaCh MOI[Hasg WHAUBUAYAJIBHOCTE (Borodin
1922b: 4).8

Postscript:

A short time after this paper was submitted for editing and digital publication in mid-
2023, a new book on Walt Whitman’s global reception, Delphine Rumeau’s Comrade
Whitman: From Russian to Internationalist Icon (Boston: Academic Studies Press, 2024)
was published in mid-2024. It includes a brief section on Velimir Khlebnikov’s reception
of Whitman (“From Circumspection to Kinship”).

The author is to be acknowledged and commended for discerning Khlebnikov’s early
ambiguous attitude toward the American poet, and his later admiration for Whitman
as a prophetic figure, and for noting the role that the Canadian theosophist Richard
Bucke may have played in influencing Khlebnikov’s attitude toward Whitman.

The Khlebnikov—Whitman-Bucke nexus is also mentioned by Andrei Rossomakhin in
an editorial footnote in Vroon (2008: 21).

& Curiously enough Whitman’s name occurs in two highly ambiguous entries in the Grossbuch
album of 1920-1922. The first is in a short poem that suggests the appeal of Whitman’s pantheism
(see Vnimatel’no chitaiu vesennie mysli boga na uzore zhaby... (SS II: 185). The second is in a
marginal notation recorded by N. Stepanov (SP V: 270) as follows: “IlToamsl BepxapHa, 1apu
YuTtMaHa, dnoc (Hepas6). <IIpo3a Yansca>”. An alternate reading would be:

IToombl BepxapH<a>

JIupu<ka> YutMm<aHa> u M<a>pieHroda

dnoc biioka

ITpo3a Yanbc<a> (RGALI 1920-1922: 1. 104).
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