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DEATH IN THE EARLY LYRIC POETRY
OF VELIMIR KHLEBNIKOV

Death is one of the main themes, perhaps the main theme of the work of Velimir
Khlebnikov. It occurs everywhere in his work, from the very first poem (1904) to his fa-
mous supersaga Zangezi (1922). For Khlebnikov death is not the result of a tragic world-
view. He considers death as something which on the one hand belongs to life, but on the
other has to be, and can be, conquered. The article discusses the many images of death
in Khlebnikov’s early poems (1904-1908). Just as in his later work death is often con-
nected with water (drowning), love, fighting and horses.

Keywords: Velimir Khlebnikov, death, water and death, love and death, war and death.

If it is indeed true that ‘the main aim of literature is the struggle with death’
(Dmitrii Bykov), there is no better illustration of this maxim than the work of
Velimir Khlebnikov. ‘Man’s victory over death,” writes Nikolai Stepanov, ‘is one
of the basic ideas of the poet, to which he returns again and again in his work’
(Stepanov 1975: 117). Death occurs everywhere in Khlebnikov’s work and may
be considered one of his central, perhaps the central theme. The importance of
this theme in Khlebnikov’s oeuvre has been noted by a number of authors, in the
first place by Dmitrii Aleksandrovich Pashkin, who devoted his dissertation to it:
Denomen cmepmu 6 mexkcmax Berumupa Xnebnuxosa: Hexomopwie acnexmoi
npobnemol (The Phenomenon of Death in the Velimir Khlebnikov’s Texts: Some
Aspects of the Problem) (Pashkin 2001).

Pashkin rightly points out that authors have discussed death in separate
works by Khlebnikov, sometimes even as a leitmotiv,! but never as a theme that
pervades the poet’s entire oeuvre. He is the first to do so. Considering Khleb-
nikov’s oeuvre as in principle one text, in which all the elements have to be in-
terpreted in connection with each other, he discusses a number of motifs that can

I He explicitly mentions Henryk Baran’s article ‘Ilymkunn B TBopuecTBe XiIeOHHKOBA!
HEKOTOpbIC TeMaThueckue cBsi3u’ in his book Ilosmuka pycckoi iumepamypor nauanra XX éexa
(Mocksa 1993: 152—178) and Viktor Kravets’ monography Pazeosop o Xnebnuxoge (Kuer 1998).
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be related to death. Many of them are present in the world around us: sun, sky,
wind, fire, water, others, such as soul (often connected with wind) and love (con-
nected with tornado) are abstract, some (e. g. water nymph) are derived from
folklore. According to Pashkin a typical khlebnikovian death motif is nena
(foam), particularly in its connection with mope (sea), but also as a sign of extreme
suffering (foam at the mouth). In other chapters Pashkin discusses the relation
between city and death in Khlebnikov’s work and, in my opinion less convinc-
ingly, the similarity between Klebnikov’s thanatology and that of poststructural-
ists such as Maurice Blanchot and Jean Baudrillard.

In view of the list of motifs mentioned by Pashkin, it would seem that
Duganov is right when he writes that for Khlebnikov life and death form an
‘absolute unity’(Duganov 1990: 62) and that ‘the tragic chaos and even death, as
many of his works clearly show, are definitely a part of the general cosmic har-
mony.” (Ibidem: 110) To a certain extent Duganov is right: in Khlebnikov’s work
life and death form an inseparable unity, but there is more to it. In his indefati-
gable search for the laws of time, which can be considered an attempt to conquer
time, which also means to conquer death,? Khlebnikov considers death as some-
thing that perhaps belongs to life, but at the same time as something that has to
be fought and should be overcome. And he does not only fight for mankind, but
also for himself. Death is not the redeemer, who saves people, especially young
and innocent children, from a life full of evil and iniquity and takes them to a bet-
ter world, as we learn from Khlebnikov’s predecessor, the Symbolist Fedor So-
logub. The concept of a better or higher world does not exist any longer for the
‘Postsymbolist’ Khlebnikov. For him it is a part of life, but at the same time
it should not be accepted, but challenged and vanquished. The struggle with death
as the evil side of life permeates Khlebnikov’s entire ocuvre.

In the article referred to in note 6 I pointed out that from his early poetry
Khlebnikov wrote about death and I mentioned a number of the early poems
in which death plays a major role. In this article I will substantiate this claim and
discuss some of these poems. I will confine myself to the poems written from
1904-1908, as they were published in the first volume of the latest edition of
Khlebnikov’s collected works (Khlebnikov 2000-2006).

In the very first poem, ‘Ctpannuk, Tel BUAeN..., written in 1904, death is not
explicitly mentioned. However, the poem describes horses that are severely suf-
fering and do not shed tears, but foam. They are compared with the earth, which
at a moment of suffering under the yoke of fate, also drops foam.

CTpaHHUK, THI BUJEIL,

Kaxk xoHp nHOT 13,

3aMydYeHHBIH, JHKO OKOM ITOBOJI,

Ha tuxyto moBepXHOCTH BOJ TOITYOBIX
[eny ponsn?

2 See also the conclusion of my article ‘Emte pa3 o komnosunuu «Ka» Benumupa XineGuu-
koBa’ (Weststeijn 2020: 173).
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Tol 3HACIIB, YTO KOHU
B crpaganuu u Mmykax
[Tenoro mmauyt? Cne3 y HUX HeT.
CTpaHHUK, [...]
3Hall — 9TO 3eMJIsl ypOHHIIA
Ha na3ypHsie Boabl HeOec
B mur ctpananus, — MHT NaJeHUs IO SPMOM CYABOBI,
Ty neny yponuina,
(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 13)

In his discussion of the motif izena Pashkin quotes some lines of the poem
and comments: ‘//lena MapKupyeT He IPOCTO COOBITHE CMEPTH, HO CHTYaLHIO
HACHJIBCTBEHHOH CMEPTH, WIIN IOTYEPKUBACT OO0, CTPATAHUS, IIPUCYIIHE Y M-
panuro.” (Pashkin 2001: 63) Further down in his text he mentions the horse as
a potential dangerous animal that threatens us with death. (Ibidem: 73) In my
own article ‘Koru Xnebuukona’ (Weststeijn 2004: 331-341) I refer to studies by
V. V. Ivanov and V. Ja. Propp, who show that in Indo-European and hence also
Russian mythology the horse is often connected with death. A long time before
Khlebnikov wrote about the First World War and the civil war, in which the horse
played an enormous role, so that war, horse and death almost automatically be-
came fused,’ the poet associated horse with death. This association had a myth-
ological background, but not less important were Khlebnikov’s ideas about the
initial letters (consonants) of words. About the meaning of the letter k he later
writes in his article ‘O mpocTex mmeHax s3p1ka’ (1916):

K HauuHaeT WU CJIOBA OKOJIO CMEPTH: KOJIOTh, (II0)KOWHHUK, KOWKa, KOHEII,
KykJ1a (0e3)KU3HCHHBIHN, KaK KYKJIia), MU CJIOBA JIUIICHUSI CBOOO/IbI: KOBATh, Ky3HS,
KJII0Y, KOJI, KOJIbIA, KOPEHb, 3aKOH, KHS3b, KPYT, HJIM MaJIONOJBUKHBIX BElICH:
KOCTb, KJIaJib, KOJIOZA, KOJI, KAMCHbB, KOT (IIPUBBIKAIOIINI K MECTY).

3aKOH U €ro KHUTa BHOCST B CTPaHy MOKOM, KaK U €ro UCTOYHUK: KHS3b.

[Nokoit BcagHMKa TaH KOHEM; TOKOH WHOKA Keyuel. Pabodemy nokoii naercs
KOHIIOM paboThl. YacTHIIBI B KAMHE HE IBUTAIOTCs. MIcue3HOBEHUE IBHIKCHUS —
cojiepxkanue K-MMEHHU; MY JJOBOJIBHO OJIM3KO JCWCTBUE CIIOKCHHUSI.

OrpaHUYUBAIONINI MECTO Kpail JaeT KPacoTy, KPOBb (CKPBITYIO), KPBICY
(kporomteecs cymectso). (Khlebnikov 2005, 6/1: 119-120)

The Russian word for horse, xows, is also mentioned in this article, associ-
ated with death by means of nokoii (rest), but also, of course, by means of other
words that are similar in sound such as xoney and oxonuumeo.

In the poem ‘Mupoocu nanHuk 3Be31HBIN...” there is not a direct image of
death, but the lyric I exposes itself to great danger in order to become a poet (to
learn the words):

[Iponerast B MuT Ha1l OC3IHOM,
3anmeBast kpaeM Oe3IIHEI,
Sl ydych cioBeco.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 15)

3 As for instance in ‘KoHb rpa1aHCKON BOHHBI, HAKJIOHSISI JKEIITBIE 3yObl, pBAJI U €J1 TPaBy
monei.” From Manunosasa wawxa (Khlebnikov 2004, 5: 207).
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In the next poem, ‘I'pobatas aBb the possible relation between the poet
(here described as ‘Oynpoe nuts’, child of the future) and death is made explicit.
The child denies that it will die, ‘become a sack full of worms’. On the contrary,
it will have a brilliant future and will become the leader of the cavalry of the stars.

— bynpoe nuts, MmoBu:

Korma Oyzens 4epBHBBIM MEIITKOM,
MemrkoMm Tyro 3aBsi3aHHEIM,
[onubiM 10 Kpaes?

— Byny mobumunem 3Be3n!

Byny, 6amyst, mpaBUTH

3Be3MHOI KOHHUIICH
CrnosoxorpuBoi.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 17)

Just as in the preceding poem Khlebnikov does not describe the lyric I or
the speaker as an ordinary human being, but as someone — in these early poems
a child — who is on a higher level, that of the universe, the stars (see also the
poems ‘MupoBuk’ — Co0p. cod. 1: 23 and ‘U s cBUpen B CBOIO CBUPEIb...” —
Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 51). This elevation of the lyric  — in Khlebnikov’s later
poetry it is sometimes presented as a prophet, sometimes even as a god — is typ-
ical for the poet’s entire oeuvre.*

If we follow Pashkin, who describes motifs such as water, river, water nymph
and foam as connected with death, the poem ‘Pycainka Tenom ronyoeim...” decid-
edly would suggest death.

Pycanxka Tenom romy0sim

Hemo006 oceHHUX KpacoTy
Bocnets xotena.

Tyna, o, x ve#t! Tyna, o, kK HuUM!

U Bmur B pexe! Y BMur B BOIHY!
Tyna, rne pens! Tyna, rae nena!
Ho rae e uens? Ho rae e Teno?
Ho rae xe miien? Ho rae moion?
OHa, 0oHa, 0 yKac CIbIIY, — 3eJIeHas keHa!
U Boms ee, ToMMA UCITYTOM —

O yxac, yxac, o copom!..

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 32)

The same image of a ‘beautiful girl of the water’ and her possibly tragic fate
we find in the next poem;

Ilneckuns, nesa BOOHBIX JI€]1, pajesl KpacoTe,
Wrpana u cusina, ciryuiia HEMOTE
W KpbLIbHBIMU I'PYCTUIBIMU BO3/1€]1a TEMHOTE.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 33)

4 See my articles (Weststeijn 1986: 217-242; 1987: 119-139). Both articles are also published
in (Weststeijn 2020).
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The combination ‘water’ and ‘tragedy’ we also find in the poems ‘/lyBn
BOJIH X0oaHbIX Mopsi...” (Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 48) and ‘MoroT, MOIOT BalyHBI...”
(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 72). In the first poem the cold water of the sea is linked
with woe (rope), in the second one a boat goes down:

YeJH 1OIIEIN KO AHY BBEPX JTHOM
BMmecTte ¢ BepHBIM PIOAKOM.
Bectb HeBecTe priOaka —
BoJstHbI XOST Tpenaka.

A boat that is sinking or capsizing often occurs in Khlebnikov’s work. An-
other example in his early poetry is ‘3enoBexoB Benok...” (Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 154):

B Ge3pazaymHBIe XJIsI0M YETHOK YHECTIO.
O, He ymep 051 oH!
O, 60roch 3a Hero!

When Khlebnikov writes about love he often combines it, directly or indi-
rectly, with death. One of his first poems in which we find this combination is the
four-line poem ‘T'po6 neynHocTeit maanbix... (Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 53):

I'po0 sieyHHOCTEH MITa IBIX.

Bexo muinoe ymnaino.

CMepTHUY, CMCPTHHY, CBET-)KCHUX,
SI Bech coH TeOs Buaa.

The combination ‘love’ and ‘grave’ also occurs in the poem ‘MHe BUIHBI —
Pax, OBen...’ (‘B aTy HOYB mH00MTH U Moruia Morya... — Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 127).
In ‘Crpenoxk, ueii cran 0611 y30K...” a hunter is killed by Diana; in ‘Kozak’ love
is accompanied by blood and violence.

Despite the frequency of death motifs in his work, one cannot say that
Khlebnikov has a tragic worldview. On the one hand he seeks to overcome death,
but on the other he realizes that death belongs to life and also realizes, albeit
unconsciously, that the introduction of death motives and the opposition between
life and death into an even short poem makes such a poem just more ‘interesting’.
Hence the various ways in which death occurs in his work. I already discussed
death in connection with severe suffering, mortal danger, drowning, being fright-
ened and love, but there are other employments of the motif. One of them is the
more or less logical introduction of death when a fight is described. Since the
First World War Khlebnikov often wrote about battles and fighting, but we find
the theme already in his early poetry. In the poem ‘Ot KocoBa s1 — npyxunbl
cBotii Oer...” he refers in the first strophe to the victory of the Turks over the Ser-
bian-Bosnians in the battle on the field of Kosovo in 1389, in the second to the
defeat of the Teutonic horde against the Polish monarch Vladislav II in 1410.

Ot KocoBa s — apy>kHHBI CBOH Oer
35101 IPOAOIKAIIN HA TPyIaX.
Bopor koo, pe3ain u cex

[TaBmnx ot y’kaca, TIyTbIX.
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2

Ot I'proHBanbia — UCTYKaHbI

C cepbIM MepoM Ha TEMEHH,

B pybaxax MeIHBIX BEJIMKAHBI
bunuce ¢ poxneHusiM Ha Hemane.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 98)

The poem ‘Cxudckoe’ also goes back to the past and is full of fighting and

death (and horses):

U xu3HB HIIb CMEPTH — JIF000E,
W amayT xoHH 6051

W B Mexu post y3KUX CTpea —
Ilyctunm ux cTpenku —
Bpocatot cram KoHCKUX Te
Harue e3noxu.

]

U xoHB, Ubs Spb UCIIBITAHA,
I'po3uT Bpary KOmbITaMHU.
CBHpEMOOKH KOHH,

U xT0-TO, KTO-TO CTOHET.

W BepHas nogpyra
Bpocaercs B Tpasy.
Paspeszana nonmpyry,
Bon3una Hox Bpary.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 193—195)

The sword belongs to war and death. For Khlebnikov the relationship be-
tween sword and death is also evident as the two words in Russian, mey and

cmepmb (Mepmeey) are similar in sound.>

U ecTb 11 4TO Meuel MOIOHHEH?
Ho uy! Be3ne nosieT BoroHUIA.
OHu Be3jie 30ByT B OOpeb,

W cmepTh — Kpacuasi CBUPEIIb.
O, med, 110 BBIITHOMY TTyTH Oerad,
TBl — HEyTOMYUBBIN Morau!
Besne npecnenxyet MoryH!

Besne npecnenyem GeryH!
[leyanbHBI MEPTBBIX YIBIOCTH,
CusiibHBI HeOa royoenu.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 180)

Interesting in this poem is the fourth line, in which death is compared with
a beautiful flute. It is one of Khlebnikov’s daring and original images — it also

5 The same holds true for mop and mepmeennwiii, as for instance in the poem ‘3emisiBbIX

TyMaHOB ymuancs cobop...” (Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 64).
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occurs in the poem ‘PaBnen! ckaxu, 3auem Gopeinb...” in the line ‘Cupensio
cmepTh B3sut Becenoma’ (Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 178) — which sets him apart from
other poets. Another of these original images we find in the well-known poem
‘U3 memka...’, in which the world is compared with the sneer on the mouth of
a hanged person.

U3 memka

Ha non pacceinanuce Beu.
U s nymato,

UYro mup —

Tonbko ycmenika,

Uro rennurcs

Ha ycTtax noemieHHoro.

(Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 171)

In a number of his early poems Khlebnikov personifies death. In one of
them kissing death purses its lips (‘CMexiible ycTa CMepTh MPOTIHYJIA LETYO-
mas” — Khlebnikov 2000, 1: 107), in another one (‘OnbiT s)xemarHoro” — Khleb-
nikov 2000, 1: 135) death walks with a basket.

The poems discussed in this article form only a small part of Khlebnikov’s
work. They were all written at a time when Symbolism was still dominant in Rus-
sian literature and testify to the great originality of the poet, both as regards form
(language) and content. Death is a major theme in them. It occurs as a result of
strife or as the inevitable accompaniment of love and is connected with a number
of motifs, many of which have to do with water. It functions in comparisons and
metaphors and is personified. All the ways in which death manifests itself in the
early poems are also present in Khlebnikov’s later work. It is a clear indication
that this work may indeed be considered a unity, in which all the separate parts
are closely connected with each other and are best interpreted in the context of
the entire oeuvre.
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Bunem Bectcrejn
CMPT VY PAHOJ JINPCKOJ ITOE3UJU BEJIUMUPA XJIEBHIKOBA
Pe3ume

CMpT je jeaHa o7 TIaBHUX, a MOXK/IA M TJIaBHA TeMa y cTBapanaiTBy Benumupa XiaeOmu-
koBa. [IpucyTHa je y ’eroBOM LIeJIOKYITHOM pafy, ox mnpse necme (1904), ce /10 mo3Harte HaTIIO-
BecTH 3anzesu (1922). 3a X1eOmHUKOBA CMPT HUjE PE3yJITaT TPAarMyHOT Noriena Ha ceet. OH cMa-
Tpa Ja je CMPT HEIITO IITO, C jelHE CTPaHe, IPUTaia )KUBOTY, aJlH je, C APyTe CTPaHe, HEIITO IITO
Mopa 1 Moxke 6uTH nodeheHo. Y paay ce pa3mMaTpajy MHOroOpojHe ClIMKe CMPTH Y PaHUM IiecMa-
Ma Xuieomukopa (1904—1908). bant kao u y HEroBUM KaCHUJUM paJOBUMa, CMPT je€ HEPETKO
Be3aHa 3a Bofy (yTamame), Jbyoas, 60pOy U KOmbe.

Kayune peuu: Benmumup X1eOBUKOB, CMPT, BOAA B CMPT, Jby0aB M CMPT, paT U CMPT.



