AGATA STANKOWSKA

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan

CZESLAW MILOSZ AND OSIP MANDELSTAM
ON LANGUAGE AND CULTURE: MEETINGS
AND DEPARTURES'

Milosz’s attitude to Mandelstam can be described as surprisingly
ambivalent. The two poets share common ground in their thoughts on
the foundations of European culture and also on the current role of
poetry in regards to its heritage. Milosz and Mandelstam are in agre-
ement in their conclusions on this matter. On the other hand, Mitosz
is not without words of criticism for the Russian poet. Initially, he
signaled his reservations implicitly, by not commenting on the most
disturbing aspects of Mandelstam’s oeuvre, only to later express them
directly in an iconoclastic essay concerning Mandelstam’s stance to-
wards communism.? Where is the cause of the silences and critical
commentary? What is the reason behind this aversion to “understan-
ding” the author of Voronezh Notebooks? It would appear to me that
Milosz was not entirely impressed with the direction of Mandelstam’s

1 For a more developed version of this article see Stankowska 2013: 234-258.

2In the 1990s, Mitosz wrote and published, first in NaGlosu (1996, no. 2) (Milosz
2000/1: 278-285) and later in an abridged version in Gazeta Wyborcza, an iconoclastic
commentary to Mandelstam’s poem written in Voronezh, known as “Ode to Stalin”.
Jerzy Pomianowski, Anatol Najman and Adam Pomorski offered a polemical response to
Milosz’s article, who, in turn, replied with an essay “Poet and Nation” (Milosz 1996),
explaining that he was concerned with the unique “national instinct” appropriate to
Russian intelligentsia.
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poetic evolution. Perhaps the changes that took place between the
1920s and 1930s, between such works as “Word and Culture”,
“Pushkin and Scriabin”, “The Morning of Acmeism” and “Conversa-
tions about Dante” were not radical, but they were certainly signifi-
cant and visible. The difference between them lies in the different po-
ints of emphasis regarding the cultural and autotelic function of the
poetic word, which reflects the different attitude towards symbolism
taken by the early and later Mandelstam.

Simply put, Mandelstam remains close to Milosz mostly as an
acmeist, an advocate for creativity, predicated on maintaining a har-
monious balance between our attention to things and to the word,
which is seen as a meeting place of what is sensual, existential and
historical with what is spiritual, universal and metaphysical. Words,
which are a unity, thanks to which it is possible to express, that is, to
“embody”, the truth of things, of man and of culture as it had develo-
ped from a Christian foundation. In a 1921 article, Mandelstam writes:

Whoever will raise high the word and show it to time, as the priest does the Eu-
charist, will be a second Joshua. [...] A living word does not signify an object,
but freely chooses, as though for a dwelling place, this or that objective signifi-
cance, materiality, some beloved body.

(Mandelstam 1977: 131)

A few years earlier, in the manifesto “The Morning of Acmeism”
(1913, first published in 1919) Mandelstam, in a polemic with the
symbolists and futurists, developed a program for striking a balance
in poetry between various dimensions of words - their musical form,
the conscious meaning and the horizon that a deployed word can
evoke in a people, if they have been taught by poets, multidimensio-
nal sounds, significances and metaphysical meanings derived from
speech. Mandelstam compared those three dimensions of poetry to
the three dimensions of space that permeate every well-built house,
palace, and cathedral. Drawing on architectural metaphors, Mandel-
stam suggested that the poetic word ought to build harmony between
spirituality and the human existence with which nature endowed us.
He wrote that “There is no equality, no competition. There is the
complicity of those united in a conspiracy against emptiness and
nonbeing” (Mandelstam 1972: 184). Mitosz would have regarded this
program as not only beautiful but also very close to his own thoughts,
as it touched on every important concern in his work. At the same
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time, Mitosz was growing increasingly distant to Mandelstam, when,
during the 1930s the latter developed the crystallographic theory of
rhythm and ever more strongly emphasized the autonomy and auto-
telism of form.

Penetrating as best I can into the structure of the Divina Commedia, I come to the
conclusion that the entire poem is a single unified and indivisible stanza. Or, to
be more exact, not a stanza but a crystallographic shape, that is, a body. There is
an unceasing drive toward the creation of form that penetrates the entire poem.
The poem is a strictly stereometric body, one integral development of a crystal-
lographic theme.

[...]

As in all true poetry, Dante’s thinking in images is accomplished with the help
of a characteristic of poetic material which I propose to call its transformability
or convertibility.

[...]

Dante switched on the phonetic light.

[...]

if we were to hear Dante, we should be unexpectedly plunged into a flow of
energy which is sometimes, as a whole, called ‘composition,” sometimes, in par-
ticular, ‘metaphor,” and sometimes, because of its evasive quality, ‘simile,” and
which gives birth to attributes in order that they might return into it, increase it
by their melting and, having scarcely achieved the first joy of coming into exi-
stence, immediately lose their primogeniture in attaching themselves to the mat-
ter that is straining in among the thoughts and washing against them.

(Mandelstam 1977: 14, 19, 12, 8)

I have quoted this string of citations from “Conversation about
Dante” for a reason, as it brings to the fore the extent to which in the
1930s Mandelstam reformulated the optics of his own thinking about
poetry. This does not, of course, mean that the above-cited themes
were absent in his earlier poetry. We can find them in, for example,
“The Word and Culture” and in “On the Nature of the Word”. In the
1920s their significance, however, was determined and limited by cul-
tural theses.

Though we have no explicit evidence of Milosz’s polemical attitu-
de towards Mandelstam, I believe that Mitosz could have distanced
himself from the thoughts of the Russian poet, when another hierar-
chical arrangement appeared between two mutually corresponding
themes (“cultural” and “purely poetic”), and, along with it, a somew-
hat different way of understanding the constant call to achieve the
architectural harmony of the work and text, which was at first under-
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stood as a “crystalized faith” (Mandelstam 1972: 192), and later, as
a derivative of “inner image of structure” (Mandelstam 1972: 97), ba-
sed most of all on phonetics and intonation. During the acmeistic pe-
riod, the emphasis on the architectonics of cultural images shifted to
the architectonics of sounds and their “form-creating impulse” (Man-
delstam 1972: 96), subordinated to a related, but not identical with the
tirst, poetic principle of the convertability? of linguistic material. It is
worth mentioning that this turn towards lyricism charged by “phono-
logical energy” is sometimes interpreted as Mandelstam returning to
his Jewish roots. The author of this thesis, Clare Cavanagh, finds in
Mandelstam’s later poetry a shared testament to rebuilding “Jewish”
poetics, in which coherence of the official culture is confronted by the
chaos of the language used by unassimilated Jews. “). “For the Man-
delstam of ,,Fourth Prose” and , Conversation About Dante”, the only
true culture is a culture without walls, and his writing and created
tradition thrive on borderlines and boundaries, on , incoherence and
gaps” (Cavanagh 1991: 319). It is an expression of opposition to the
official, in this case party line, post-revolutionary culture of Russia;
it is also a new, qualitative attempt to protect one’s own identity.

He turns to the ,holes” and , gaps” in his Jewish past, to the places that had re-
fused to be filled with foreign content, as he creates an identity and a tradition
that cannot be swallowed up by an all-consuming ,alien regime.” Homelessness,
foreignness, disruption, incoherence become the essence of an art and a culture
that are made, like Mandel$tam himself, of , air, perforations and truancy” (CPL,
324). [...] The poet-Jew need not fear a missing acropolis, a disrupted tradition,
a shattered identity. Continuity and value now derive precisely from missing
pieces and shattered wholes [...] through Dante, he learns to use this linguistic
confusion to his, and poetry’s, advantage. (Cavanagh 1991: 323, 333)

And later:

What had been for Mandel$tam the ,shameful speech (postydnaja rec’)” of his
family is converted into the ,blatantly shameless (narocito besstyvaja)” speech of
Dante’s Italian, and of his own late verse. Mandelstam’s Jewish inheritance of
speechlessness, of linguistic chaos, had been his enemy, and culture’s. Now that
he himself has become culture’s enemy, his inheritance has become not simply
an ally. It is the very essence of poetic language, the energetic, endlessly disrup-
tive renegade that forever challenges ,so-called culture,” that affronts its propri-
ety, ignores its dictums and disrupts its structures. (Cavanagh 1991: 334-335)

3 The meaning of “convertability” of speech was interestingly presented by Clarence
Brown, though in reference to Mandelstam'’s prose work. Cf. (Brown 1967).
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I am not entirely convinced that Cavanagh is correct in so strongly
identifying the new poetics of “form-creating impulse” and “conver-
tibility of speech” with the Jewish tradition and the speech of unassi-
milated Jews, all the more so since, as she herself writes (citing Kiril
Taranovsky’s 1976 book Essays on Mandel’shtam), in the 1930s “Jewish
themes ‘almost disappear’” (Cavanagh 1991: 318) in Mandelstam’s
work. Cavanagh’s observations are, however, very interesting in that
they introduce the theme of the poet’s choice to be outside of culture,
understood as a bastion of hierarchical forms subordinated to the
element of life. I would like to draw attention to a theme that
resounds with great force, one that is basically foreign to Milosz’s
thinking.

If I am correct, if indeed Milosz was critical of this shift in Mandel-
stam’s thinking about the nature of the word, then this would be yet
another example of Milosz’s constant reticence towards all types of
lyricism, which views language and the inner (in this case intonatio-
nal-musical) perfection and coherence of form as more important than
speech, and the poetic craft as more important than the cultivation of
culture. We should add that lyricism, as a result of this shift, might,
perhaps paradoxically, lose its immunity to any external discourses:
obviously foreign to the native tradition that pays more heed to the
spirit of the age than to the questions posed by one’s native culture.
These questions not only stood at the center of Mandelstam’s images
of antiquity and of a world inhabited by man but they were also the
foundation for ideas concerning the deeply Hellenistic nature of Rus-
sian speech, ideas which were common in his earlier poetry and
work. The shift which later takes place manifests itself, first of all, as
an intensification of themes associated with existentially experienced
history and the tragedy of someone who is now subjected to the mo-
dern, and not the “intersecting” dimension of time, as described in
“Pushkin and Scriabin”. Simultaneously, in his non-poetic writing,
especially in “Conversation about Dante”, theses connected to the
purely poetic quality become more pronounced and are presented in
a way that suggests associations with symbolism and formalism. In
one of the key texts indicating his understanding of poetry in the
1930s, Mandelstam writes: “the purely historical approach to Dante is
just as unsatisfactory as the political or theological” (Mandelstam
1977: 16). Instead of this, he will point to the necessity of explaining
the “inner illumination of Dante’s space by light - light derived from
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nothing more than the structural elements of his work” (Mandelstam
1972: 98). He will exhort others to take on “the study of the mutual
relation of creative rapture and the work” (Mandelstam 1972: 132).

Such an appreciation of poetic virtues had to go together with de-
creased attention to what should be “embodied” in language, and for
what reason. Mitosz could have perceived this shift in emphasis as
a sign of degradation, or, at any rate, as a weakening of the cultural
function of poetry. He often repeated that this undesired effect corre-
sponds to, or perhaps is a consequence of, limiting the understanding
of the word, which must “strive toward the heart of things”, and at
the same time “be always on the side of mythos” (Mitosz 1990/2: 174).
He consistently resisted even the smallest indications - either legiti-
mate or not - that could have suggested the weakening of the cultural
power of the word, which he - just like Mandelstam himself - tied to
historiographical, anthropological, and eschatological themes. Milosz
was certain that even the highest level of attentiveness to poetic quali-
ty could not compensate any possible losses.

I suspect that herein lies the cause of Mitosz’s silence in regards to
the later work of Mandelstam, and also the deep, poetological source
of Milosz’s surprising claim regarding Mandelstam’s susceptibility to
the discourses and attitudes of his era. These claims were certainly
influenced to a large degree by interpretations put forth by American
researchers, with whom Milosz was familiar. I am referring here par-
ticularly to Gregory Freidin's A Coat of Many Colors (1987), which Mi-
tosz cited in his Commentary on “Ode to Stalin”, without, however, inc-
luding its revealing subtitle: Osip Mandelstam and his Mythologies of
Self-Presentation*. Other works which refer to Freidin’s text include
Donald Davie’s From the Marches of Christendom, which touches on the
opposing views of Milosz and Mandelstam regarding the idea of he-
resy, as well as a review written in a similar vein by the same resear-
cher of Aleksander Fiut's books Moment wieczny (Eternal moment) and
Gregory Freidin’s A Coat of Many Colors.

Even if we exclude these titles and slightly weaken the rhetorically
sharpened thesis, we can still assume that Mitosz as a reader of Man-
delstam’s poetry could not remain indifferent to what was written in
the same place but was nonetheless dramatically contrasted: an acme-

4 The type of references Milosz made to this book is described by Clare Cavanagh
(Cavanagh 2009).
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istic hymn that expresses faith in the word and a story that emerges in
its wake with heightened strength - the story about the drama of spe-
ech. He could have concluded that this evolution was proof of his
resignation, also as an expression of the necessary distance - “style” -
so essential to conquer despair, which he had always experienced and
concealed.

Indeed, Mandelstam’s later poetry very clearly registers the awa-
reness of the deepening process of degradation, loss, absence of the
word - the loss of speech and the disintegration of man. This is
accompanied by a long period of silence in the poet’s biography. Ho-
wever, that is not what is decisive here. Even when Mandelstam
begins to write again after his revitalizing stay in Armenia, the
expression of loss and the impossibility of the word appears in his
poetry more often, with Voronezh Notebooks testifying to the irrevoca-
bility of this process. At the same time, the dramatic events of life lin-
ked his thinking about language with the situation of the subject who
is vulnerable to degradation and who can no longer speak, let alone
teach, not, as was the case earlier, with considerations regarding the
foundations of culture (considerations which were dear to Milosz).
Though in a poem from 1931, dedicated to Anna Achmatowa, Man-
delstam writes:

CoxpaHu MO0 pedb HaBceryia 3a IPVUBKYC HeCYacThs 1 IbIMa,

3a cMOJIy KpyTOBOI'O TepIIeHbs, 3a COBECTHBIVI 1eroTh TpyJa.

Tax Boza B HOBropoACKMX KOJIOMIIaX JOJDKHA OBITh YepHa M CTafmma,
YtoOsbI B Hemt K PoxxecTBy oTpaswIack ceMblo IUIaBHMKaMM 3Be371a.

(Mandelstam 1998: 168)

Preserve my words for their after-taste of misery and smoke,
for the resins of circular patience, the honest tar of labor.
The way water in Novogrod wells must be honey-black
So by Christmas you can see, reflected, a star with seven fins

(Mandelstam 1973: 195)

And even though in another poem from the same year, he repea-
ted the hope that: “So all through the night the blue polar foxes, / will
shine at me in their primeval beauty” (Mandelsztam 1998: 159), when
the Stalinist darkness was steadily thickening, eclipsing the sky and
sunny beaches, he bore witness, almost uninterruptedly, to the impo-
ssibility of realizing these desires - desires still remembered, though
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no longer valid, as they were unreachable and impossible to fulfill,
precisely because of the absence of speech. Mandelstam’s later poetry
ever more forcefully conveys the impending helplessness of someone
who desires to sing but who can no longer do it, of someone who per-
fectly knows the value and the need of the harmony which has been
seized from speech, but who can no longer retrieve it despite the hi-
story he is experiencing.

Hapomy Hy>keH cBeT 11 BO3/1yX roixy0ovi,
U HyXeH x1€0 1 cHer DIp0pyca.

W He ¢ KeM IT0COBEeTOBaThCI MHe,

A cam Hamy ero easa Ju -

Taxmx mpo3padyHbIX WIAYYIIVX KAMHET
Her nn B Kpeimy, it Ha Ypase.

Hapony Hy>XeH CTVX TaMHCTBEHHO-POTHOV,
YT00 OT Hero OH BEUHO IPOCHITAIICS

41 JIbHSHOKYIPOXO KaIlITaHOBOVI BOJTHOVI —
Ero pprxanbeM yMbIBaICs.

(Mandelstam 1998: 208)

Mankind needs light and clear blue air
And it needs bread and Elbrus snow.

And there is no one to consult with me,
While I will hardly find one on my own:
Not in the Urals, not in the Crimea -

There are no such transparent, weeping stone.

Mankind needs a poem mysteriously familiar,
To be awakened by it all his days

And in the sound of it to lave forever -

As in a flaxen curl, a nut-brown wave.

(Mandelstam 2014: 49, emphasis mine)

The subject of the poems included in Voronezh Notebooks frequently
betrays the author’s deprivation of speech. Alone and mute he listens
to his own helplessness.

IToro, Korma ropTaHb ChIpa, AyIlla CyXa,

W B Mepy Bi1aXkeH B30p, VI He XUTPUT CO3HAHbeE.
310poBo JIv1 BUHO? 3OPOBBI JIVI Mexa?
3nopoBo 111 B KpoBu Kosxuipl KosIbIxaHbe?

W rpyznb crecHseTcs, Oe3 sA3bIKa THXa:
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Y)Ke He s II0I0, — ITI0eT MOe€ JIbIXaHbe —
|48:] TOPHBIX HOXXHBIX CJIYX, V1 T'OJIOBa IJIyXa.

(Mandelstam 1998: 214)

I sing when my throat is damp, my soul dry,

Sight fairly moist and the mind clear.

Are the grapes in good condition? The wine-skins?
And the stirrings of Colchis in the blood?

But my chest tightens, I'm tongue-tied:

It’s no longer me singing - my breathing sings -,
My ears sheathed in mountains, head hollow.

(Mandelstam 1991: 78 emphasis mine)

Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote movingly in her “Mozart and Salie-
ri” about this loss of language, this absence of speech as a particularly
weighty motif in her husband’s poetry, connecting this observation
with comments about Mandelstam surrendering himself to the rhy-
thm which the word alone deafened, stifled and concealed.

For Mandelstam,

listening to oneself eventually turned into a murmur and instead of one trium-
phant sound there appeared a rhythmic totality. [...] a creative process in its pre-
liminary stage presented itself in the following manner: initial anxiety, a resoun-
ding collection of forms, which is to say a “silent choir” barely audible to the ear,
the beginnings of a murmur in which a trace of rhythm is already present - and
finally - the first words. Instead of anxiety what finally triumphs is the pleasure
of the first discoveries. And following this, the poet is besieged with a new mis-
fortune: the necessity of finding the lost word.

(Mandelstam, Nadezhda 2000; 38-39)

It goes without saying that Milosz, even in his most dramatic
work, never crossed this threshold. He conquered despair with the
hope that speech, as well as man, can be saved by preserving the di-
stance between drama and word; between language, which history
creates out of speech, and the word, wherein the poet, despite trauma,
obstinately testifies to the possibility of order and beauty, which
Mandelstam, the acmeist, called the architecture of the word. The
concluding stanza of the relatively early poem by Milosz devoted to
faithful speech seems here to be symbolic.

Sa chwile kiedy wydaje sig, ze zmarnowatem zycie.
Bo ty jestes mowa upodlonych,
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mowa nierozumnych i nienawidzacych
siebie bardziej moze od innych narodéw,
mow3q konfidentow,

mowa pomieszanych,

chorych na wtasng niewinnos¢.

(Mitosz 1985: 181)

Now, I confess my doubt.

There are moments when it seems to me I have squandered my life.
For you are a tongue of the debased,

of the unreasonable, hating themselves

even more than they hate other nations,

a tongue of informers,

a tongue of the confused,

ill with their own innocence.

(Mitosz 2003: 245)

This is what Milosz writes only to discover, a moment later, at the
conclusion of the poem, a way to protect the word from the degrading
influence of history. The roles of the subject and the mother tongue
are reversed in these phrases. Polish language - homeland, ap-
proached by the emigrant as an enclave of what is familial and one’s
own (this is a theme that is very present also in the essays of the early
Mandelstam®) is finally presented as a subject of therapeutic activity
by the poet.

Moja wierna mowo,

moze to jednak ja musze ciebie ratowac.

Wiec bede dalej stawiac przed toba miseczki z kolorami

jasnymi i czystymi jezeli to mozliwe,

bo w nieszczesciu potrzebny jakis tad czy piekno.
(Mitosz 1985: 182)

Faithful mother tongue,

perhaps after all it'’s I who must try to save you.

So I will continue to set before you little bowls of colors
bright and pure if possible,

for what is needed in misfortune is a little order and beauty.

(Mitosz 2003: 245)

5 We find claims in many of Mandelstam’s works regarding the necessity of discover-
ing in poetry the real “essence of Russian speech” (Mandelstam 1972: 23).
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This theme pervades Milosz’s work. Even in this remarkably dark
volume, openly revealing his concealed despair, Milosz wrote years
later:

Tylko nie wyznania. Wiasne zycie

Tak mnie dojadlo, ze znalaztbym ulge
Opowiadajac o nim.

[...]

Wiec co mnie powstrzymuje?

[...]

Nawet gdybym dojrzat do skargi hiobowe;j,
Lepiej zamilcze¢, pochwala¢ niezmienny
Porzadek rzeczy. Nie, to co innego

Nie pozwala mi méwié. Kto cierpi, powinien
By¢ prawdoméwny. Gdziez tam, ile przebran,
Ile komedii, lito$ci nad sobg!

Falsz uczu¢ odgaduje sie po falszu frazy.

(Mitosz 2000/2: 36)

Everything but confessions. My own life
Annoys me so, I would find relief

In telling about it.

[...]

So what restrains me?

[...]

Even had I been ready for a Job’s complaint,
It is better to keep silent, to praise the immutable
Order of things. No, something else

Forbids me to speak. Whoever suffers
Should be a teller of the truth. Should? How,
With all the disguises, comedy, self-pity?
Falseness of feeling results in a false phrase.
I value style too much to tak the risk.

Tylko nie wyznania. Wiasne zycie

Tak mnie dojadlo, ze znalazibym ulge

(Mitosz 2003: 690)

In one of the letters to Konstanty Jeleniski, we can find a passage in
which Milosz reveals yet another, perhaps the most important, reason
for tempering his pessimism and knowledge. It is his fear of finding
himself outside culture.

I have a difficult life. And when I reproach myself for anything related to my
writing, it is that my pessimism was not revealed in the way it should have; ho-
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wever, then one crosses a certain limit of human decorum and this is distinctly
beyond culture. (Mitosz, Jeleriski 2011: 215, emphasis mine)

Of course, obstacles and fears with which Mitosz had to struggle
bear no comparison to Mandelstam’s. Nonetheless, Mitosz had the
right to keep to himself his opinion regarding Mandelstam’s shift in
his poetry from the idea of speech as an instrument for building the
architectonic edifice of culture, in line with his manifesto of acmeism,
which places emphasis on internal form. From the program of retur-
ning “rules of identity” to poetry, in his polemics with symbolists and
tuturists (the program which allowed Mandelstam to say that “cultu-
re became the church” (Mandelstam 1972: 194) for the faith that poetic
form, in preserving its “unity” and coherence, and whose aim is to
“transcend oneselt”, can offer the poet something more? What? Per-
haps freedom which does not exist in the world? The promise of safe-
ly lingering inside “verbal space”¢, a space governed by its own laws,
self-sufficient and thus independent. These kinds of arguments would
not have convinced Mitosz. All the more so because, paradoxically,
this “clean” language, too directly and without the comfort of distan-
ce, told the truth about someone whom the epoch, its history and lost
speech brought death. Mitosz might have read Voronezh Notebooks as
far removed, and even contradictory, to the desire he held all his life
that poetry, referring to what is permanent and beautiful, unflinchin-
gly proved our hymnic defiance of death.

Was Mitosz fair in his reading and assessment of Voronezh Note-
books? 1 do not think so, though one cannot deny that he was consi-
stent. Conducting his “feud” with the Mandelstam?, he certainly had
deeper reasons than those he provocatively expressed in Commentary
to “Ode to Stalin”, even if in the second perspective he omitted one of
the key themes of Osip Emilyevich’s thoughts.

In Mandelstam’s non-poetic work from the late 1920s, there appe-
ars a thought that theology and the cultural significance of poetry and
art in general (even as asemantic as music) does not only have to be
built immanently, that is, on the basis of the problems and key que-
stions regarding the condition of man and the state of culture. The
core and vehicle of this theology could also be the life of the artist

¢ This Mandelstanian description used by Milosz in The Land of Ulro proves that
Mitosz was familiar with “Conversations about Dante”. Cf. (Milosz 1984).
7 Cf. (Mitosz 2004).
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himself. A moving judgment regarding the decisive role of fate can be
found in Mandelstam’s essay, “Pushkin and Scriabin”, written most
likely in 1915 or 1916. He writes:

I wish to speak of Scriabin’s death as of the highest act of his creativity. It seems
to me the artist’s death ought not to be excluded from the chain of his creative
achievements, but rather examined as the last conclusive link. From this wholly
Christian point of view, Scriabin’s death is amazing. It not only is remarkable as
the fabulous posthumous growth of the artist in the eyes of the masses, but also
serves as it were as the source of this creativity, as its teleological cause. (Man-
delstam 1977: 123)

We could say that in those words Mandelstam prophetically ope-
ned a perspective on his own death, which he had not yet sensed.
This perspective was not only on his death and it was also not espe-
cially on his death. In his essay, “Pushkin and Scriabin”, Mandelstam
suggested what seems to be more important - that such a reading of
a work of art is possible only when we look at European art with re-
spect to the tradition from which it grew, questioning and remember-
ing the cultural sources of which it is a fruit. Mandelstam, much like
Eliot and Milosz, often reminded us that this source is Christianity.
He did so - and this is a feature that distinguished him from the
abovementioned artists - with extraordinary bravery, with no consi-
deration for the dangers of stylistic excess, figures of incarnation and
redemption. Before using the former figure in 1922 in order to descri-
be the Hellenistic spirit of Russian speech, he used it in his earlier
work in commemoration of Scriabin’s death.

Christian artists are the freedmen of the idea of redemption, rather than slaves,
and they are not preachers. All the two-thousand-year-old culture, thanks to the
wonderful charitableness of Christianity, is the release of the world into freedom
for play, for spiritual gaiety, for the ‘imitation” of Christ.” [...] While nourishing
art, surrendered its flesh to art, offered art the supremely real fact of redemp-
tion as an unshakeable metaphysical foundation, Christianity demanded
nothing in return. Christian art is therefore not threatened by the danger of in-
ner impoverishment. It is inexhaustible, endless, since, as it triumphs over time,
it condenses grace into magnificent clouds and empties them out in life-giving
rain. (Mandelstam 1977: 124-125, emphasis mine)

Indeed, this image is far from Christian orthodoxy, but also one
that dramatically embodies one of the most important sources of Eu-
ropean culture, though extremely uncertain in an era of “the scientific
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worldview”. It is not by coincidence that at the end of the essay cited,
in direct connection with the thesis on death as a last stage of creativi-
ty, Mandelstam formulated the famous sentences about “transverse
dimension of time” and “harmony as a crystallized eternity”. Senten-
ces, we should add, that endowed his lessons on the three dimensions
of the word described in “The Morning of Acmeism” with absolute
significance, and were never doubted by Mitosz. This telling coinci-
dence draws our attention to the fact that the importance of the cultu-
ral goal, so emphatically formulated in the acmeistic period and so-
mewhat muted in his later poetry, could be seen differently.
Mandelstam suggests in “Pushkin and Scriabin” that the poetry con-
centrated on itself, autonomous art, even that which in a direct way
does not have the intention of engaging in a cultural dialogue could
recoup its social and cultural meaning thanks to the truth of drama
experienced and accepted by the artist. Even if we ignore the voice of
the poet whose voice was taken and who lost or rejected the right to
use it, his silence and tormented body can speak. “The tissue of our
world is renewed by death” (Mandelstam 1972: 191). Mandelstam
wrote “Remember at all costs! To conquer oblivion even at the price
of death: that is Scriabin’s motto, that is the heroic aspiration of his
art!” (Mandelstam 1972: 191). I think that the gravest indiscretion in
Mitosz’s Commentary to “Ode to Stalin” lies in its lack of respect for this
truth, expressed and affirmed by Mandelstam, the acmeist.
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