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THE HERMITS OF PRAGUE:
RUSSIAN EMIGRE POETRY IN THE CONTEXT
OF MODERNISM AND THE AVANT-GARDE

JANA KOSTINCOVA (HRADEC KRALOVE)

Russian literature in the 1920s was divided into two groups: the works
written in Russia and those written abroad. In the period between the wars
émigré literature was written in several European centres of Russian emigra-
tion, the most important and best-known of which is Paris. Prague, however,
was also significant. In 1922, a group of young poets formed the literary club
Skit. Although it remained in existence until the beginning of the Second
World War, the bulk of significant work produced through Skit was published
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. At that time the young authors could be
readily published in the pages of the Prague magazine Bona Poccuu, and
three of them, Vjacheslav Lebedev (Bsuecnas Jlebenes), Alla Golovina
(Anna Tomosuna) and Emilia Chegrintseva (Omunna YerpuHuesa), inde-
pendently published personal collections of their works.

The question rises as to whether young Russian émigré poets in Prague in
the 1920s and the early 1930s centred themselves within the context of con-
temporary literary currents. There is no doubt that placing this group within
literary context is complicated by a number of factors. One of the most im-
portant of these is the writers’ isolation from their homeland, which is
stressed, for example, by Karel Krejéi who spoke of the violent separation of
the two parts of the literary organism: the creators and the audience (Krej¢i,
2001, p. 52). Other important factors include the separation of writers from
the literary process in their country, and also isolation, caused by linguistic
and cultural barriers, from creative circles in their new land. Vjacheslav Le-
bedev, the most significant young writer to come out of this group, wrote in
1930:

Mkl yxe nBEHAALATL JIET BHE HOPMAJIBHOW JIMTEPAaTYPHOM XU3HU. 3a 3T0
Bpems ¥ B EBporne, H B Poccuu HECKONBKO XYI0XECTBEHHBIX HaIrlpaBlIeHHH
CMEHMJIO APYT ApYTa, FOHUMEIE CBAIIIEHHOM Xax/0f BCce BIIEpe]], Bce Jaliblie
K HEJOCTI)KUMOI Lend. ... MckyccTBo Beera mio BpOBEHb C XM3HBIO, JakKe
ornepexas, nmpeasocxuias ee. U sapyr — karactpoda. Ouynbro, B IoTeMKax,
®u3Hb npobpanack Bmepex. Mel OTCTAIM Ha JBEHaiuaTh /€T — Ha [JBEHa-
auats BekoB (Jlebenes, 1930, p. 57).
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Despite Lebedev’s professed pessimism, however, it is clear that his work
1s closely aligned with contemporary literary currents.

The period of modernism and avant-garde marks the advent of new con-
ceptions of time and space in everyday life, philosophy, and art. Lebedev of-
ten uses the term cospemennocms. In an article, [Toasun u coepemennocmeo,
published in 1931 he writes:

Yenopeueckue 4yypctsa, BeuHble.. Ilucath 0 HHUX ObutO0 GBI HampacHBIM
NOBTOPEHHMEM —~ H HE TYYLIMM — NPOiIEHHOro, ec/ii 651 Ha MOMOLIB HE MPH-
xoauna CospemeHHOCTh. [IposiBIeHHe CTapbiX YYBCTB B HOBBIX YC/IOBHAX,
IpY HOBBEIX OOCTOATENLCTBAX XKH3HU — BOT TOT CHACUTENbHBIA IyTh HECYET-
HOTO KOJIM4ECTBA BO3MOMHBIX KOMOHHAIMH M3 O4EHb CKPOMHOTO 4HC/IA OC-
HOBHBIX 3JIEMEHTOB, KOTOPHIil TONBKO H JaeT BO3MOXHOCTH JIHTEpaType Cy-
IIECTBOBATh A0 OECKOHEYHOCTH, BepHee — A0 KOHNA xu3HH. M motomy, or-
PHLIATh COBPEMEHHOCTb — 3TO 3HAYHMT OTpHULATh XM3Hb (Jlebenes, 1931, p.
319).

The term cospemennocms evokes a number of questions. In one sense, it
signifies the contemporary perception of environment in the changing world
after the Great War. Further, it asks in which way poetry should reflect the
contemporary scene. The third and most fundamental question is... what is
contemporary poetry? Did poetry by Russian émigrés in Prague during the
twenties and thirties reflect trends elsewhere?

In the first quarter of the twentieth century, different methods of describ-
ing time were formulated into theory, not only in philosophy, as exemplified
by Bergson, but also in literature, as in Proust. Lebedev makes his own con-
cept of time quite clear. Cycle is the basis of his approach. History manifests
itself in repetition, in both great historical cycles and in the cycle of a single
human life — both endlessly replicated. To illustrate, in Cmuxu o
cospemennocmu, he presents real pictures of different events and periods and
with them constructs a universal model of prophet/revolutionary centered in
his time. ..a eewneiti Pobecnvep/ yxce nosen na naaxy koponesy|...lHa
nrowace u3 eopom monacmouip/Cmpemumensho npowen Casonaponal...]
(Jlebenes, 1929a, pp. 29-30).

Lebedev often presents life as a journey. In some cases this is presented as
the émigré’s journey, but on a more general level, it can be read as a model
for the eternal human striving for liberation from the corporeal world, which
he represents as Christian salvation. During this earthly journey however, he
sees isolated moments when eternity manifests itself in everyday life. These
can take form in the experience of love, in the experience of faith, or in the
experience of creative inspiration. For example, in Jlumepamypnuiii uai, he
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vividly depicts a lively scene at a tea dance in a café. He then introduces the
spirit of Alexander Blok, who becomes more real for the lyrical hero than his
actual surroundings (JleGeges, 1929a, pp.33-34).

In his poetic texts, as well as in his articles, Lebedev clearly answers the
question as to what extent should everyday life be represented in poetry.

[Toa3ns, paccnanpas »U3HL Ha BHICOKYIO M HU3KYHO KaTErOPHIO M MpoTe-
XUpYyIolllas OHOM 3a CUeT APYroH, BeAeT HedecTHByIO UIpy (Jle6enes, 1931,
p. 320).

He refuses to divide the external world and poetic motifs into ‘high’ and
‘low’, or, suitable and unsuitable for poetry. Therefore, his works are full of
references to contemporary life - films, cars, skyscrapers and zeppelins. Ce-
lebrities of the day appear regularly in his poems, including Lindberg,
Amundsen, Edison, and Nobile. They can all be put into one category — those
who enlarge space. However, these references to contemporary life should
not be taken on a superficial level, as colourful elements in the poet’s text. It
is necessary to see them within the greater context to understand the signifi-
cance of their presence.

The space Lebedev constructs in his texts can be seen as a parallel to his
understanding of time. While in the case of time the basis is cycle, in the case
of space he uses simultaneity. The space surrounding the individual is ever
increasing. In Lebedjev’s texts this is shown in the constant awareness of si-
multaneous existences, various individual fates, and reports of events in dif-
ferent places. Steven Kemn discusses simultaneity and sees it as one of the key
terms that characterize the civilization and culture of modernism. He writes:

Instantaneous electronic communication, which made simultaneity a real-
ity, affected the sense of the present, speed, form and distance. [ ...] Several
poets wrote “simultaneous” poetry as a response to the simultaneity of ex-
perience made possible by electronic communication (Kem, 2000, p.6).

For Lebedev, electronic communication is one of the most significant at-
tributes of his time. He sees it as a means of communication: 4 S.0.S. npunsg
Ha menezpagpe,/B naywnuxax, - 8 npocmpancmeax 6uin mopos,/ -Tel, He
donnbia, cowna Ha npucmans 6 SApge/H wna 6 menu ckeozs OyuHbll 8030y
po3 (Jlebemen, 1932, p. 112) and as a visual medium: B mymane seuepa
wnunu danekux 2omur/Cxeo3v cemv awmen npospauubl u nezku (Jlebenes,
1929a, p. 32).

There is one important thing that electronic communication and new
means of transport such as zeppelins and aeroplanes have in common - their
medium is the air. This is stressed in Lebedev’s texts for example Pomanc u3
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paouo-nanaca. Here two motifs dominate, air and cold. Both connect closely
with the themes of parting and the triumph over distance. In Pomanc us
paouo-nanaca, these motifs are developed in a series of images:

Koumopa as3pOoNuUHUU, nomoc/... [ I[Ipobunu, 3amep3an, yacwl
paccmasanus...]/ledanan sxcneduyus Hobuaef...]JHao naamgpopmamu u
6aynamu/bausopyxuii mpenem 3apu (Jiebenes, 1929b, p. 35).The imagery of
this poem is very rich, particularly since it concentrates on different kinds of
movement. All the movement, however, evokes the image of waves:
Oxearckue 3vibkue Howuf...Jnpedpacceemnuiii Oancune/Kypum mpybky mexc
mpas u aucmoves[...Jeosnuya Mmaxaem combpepo/Bcned  nivisywemy
3enneauny|...Jxosbou wewvipas nacco/H pyeasce, udym na napuf...]JC 2pomom
nonnyn IHonapneiti Kpyz (Jlebenes, 1929b, p. 35). Pomanc us paduo-naraca
is not the only text in which Lebedev evokes the image of air as one of the
basic elements. Not only do machines and people move through the air, but
often it is the air itself that moves, as wind. Again, it is wind juxtaposed with
radio antennae, zeppelins, and aeroplanes: Bemep — Had a3apodpomom
(Jlebenes, 1929¢, p. 37), B cemu anmen 6Gvem npuboit eHespemeHHO20
2yoa./Buxpu xpunam (Jlebenes, 1933, p. 8).

To return to the parallel in his approach to time and space, in Cmuxu o
cospemennocmu, Lebedev melds various historical events in order to create a
universal model of an event, and in texts where space is dominant, different
environments are melded. Of course, these connections are not casual. They
always start from a central core, develop in a series of rich images, and then
return once again to the core. The core can be loneliness (Zosxcov Ha
Dpudpuxcumpacce), leave-taking (Pomanc us paduo-nanaca), and hope
(Houwnou npuwius). At the same time these texts overcome distance and de-
lineate the borders of space.

Another important aspect of Lebedev’s depiction of space is the view
from above, which broadens perspective. Kern states that in the culture of
modernism “...another spiritual high came from looking down [....] the new
sense of upwardness created by the airplane”(Kern, 2000, p. 245). In Lebe-
dev’s poem Buiwe nebockpebos, this possibility of looking at the world from
‘above the skyscrapers’ means a step into a new dimension. This hearkens
back to his juxtaposition of eternal moments with the everyday world

Kaxk »xans, uyto B EBpore HeT HebockpeboB,

Yrobsl MOs Mywa

Morna passepatbcs, Kak dar co3ugaHus,

Ha camoii BepxHeii 6anke KOHCTPYKLIMH

[puBeTcTBYA MOCTYNH HAA3BE3AHBIX CYAED

Hayux obnaydo Han Toboii /...]

Benb THI, kak Aam Ha paccsete pas
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JOMXHA Ha3BaTh MUIUTHOHBI Belle,
YT06 OHM KHIIM B IPO3payHOH BEUHOCTH,/...](/lebedes, 1933, p.7)

It could seem that Lebedev’s poems get their dynamism from connecting
static images, which can be true to a certain extent. Nevertheless, he does not
neglect the signal importance of speed in the era in which he lived. Speed is
also one of the most important motifs in futuristic poetry. Alfred Bem, for
example, names Majakovsky and Pasternak as significant influences on Rus-
sian émigré writers in Prague (bem, 1996, p. 248), and Lebedev himself con-
sidered them two of the greatest representatives of modern Russian literature.
A legitimate question, therefore, would be whether Lebedev used speed as a
motif in his poetry.

In Hounan cxopocme, speed is rendered into several concrete images; the
speed of a car, the rushing of wind, and even moving light. Speed is pre-
sented in contrast to static motifs such as museum, constellations, peace, and
death. The central image of this poem expresses the eternal human condition;
the longing to rise — both physically and spiritually: /To 2pyds 6 obraxax/H
no nosc @ semne nusun (Jlebenen, 1932, p. 116).

To conclude, although Vjacheslav Lebedev did express a sense of isola-
tion when he wrote that the Russian émigré poets in Prague had been held
back for what seemed like twelve centuries, he himself was clearly a poet
whose work reflected current literary trends both in Russia and abroad. His
work presented a complex model of the world and a complex poetic system.
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