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On Poetry and
Trans-Sense! Language*

VIKTOR SHKLOVSKY

translated by GERALD JANECEK and PETER MAYER

If at a marvelous special moment

In your long-mute soul you happen to discover
A still unknown and virginal wellspring

Full of ssmple and sweet sounds,

Do not listen intently to them, nor give yourself up to them,
Draw the veil of forgetfulness over them:

Through measured verse and icy words

You will never convey their meaning.

— Lermontov?

Certain thoughts without words grew in the poet’s soul and can be clarified
neither into an 1mage nor a concept.

Oh if only one could express
One’s soul without words.

— Fet3

. This essay originally appeared as “O poezii 1 zaumnom yazyke,” in Sborntki po teorii poetiches-

kogo yazyka, 1 (Petrograd, 1916), pp. 1-15 and, in the new orthography, in Poetika: Shornik: po teorii
poeticheskogo yazyka, 1 (Petrograd, 1916), pp. 13-26. The versions differ only in orthography and a
few details of punctuation. [From this point, asterisks mark Shklovsky’s own footnotes, as they
did in the original. The numbered footnotes have been provided by the translators. |

1. Zaum’ = za + um, za = beyond, across, through, trans-; um = mind, intelligence (noun).
Vladimir Markov in his The Longer Poems of Velimir Khlebnikov (Berkeley and Los Angeles, Univer-
sity of California Press, 1962), p. 202, suggests the translations “transmental,” “transense,” and
“metalogical.” “T'ranslogical” and “metalogical” have been rejected because the mind (um) does
not necessarily function logically. “I'ransmental” would appear to be the most literal translation,
but “trans-sense” has echoes of “transcend” and matches expressions like “nonsense” and “common
sense.” For a more detailed discussion of zaum’, see E. K. Beaujour, “Zaum,” Dada/Surrealism (Lub-
bock, Texas), No. 2, 1972, pp. 13-18; and D. Mickiewicz, “Semantic Functions in Zaum’,” Rus-
stan Luterature XV (1984), pp. 363-464.

8 Mikhail Yur'evich Lermontov (1814-1841), Romantic poet; second stanza of the poem
“Ne ver’ sebe” (1839).

3. Afanasy Fet (Shenshin) (1820-1892), lyric poet; last lines of the poem “Kak moshki
zaryoyu’ (1844).
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Wordlessly but in sounds, that is what the poet is talking about. And it is
not in the sounds of music,* nor in the sounds that musical notation represents,
but in the sounds of speech, in those sounds from which not melodies but words

are composed, since we have before us the confessions and the longing of word-
creators faced with the making of a verbal product.

Thought and speech cannot keep up with what an inspired man
experiences, therefore the artist i1s free to express himself not only in
ordinary language (concepts), but 1n a personal language (a creator
1s individual), a language which has no precise meaning (which 1s
not ossified), which is trans-sensible, zaumny:. Ordinary language re-
stricts, free language allows freer expression (e.g., Go, osneg, Kayt,
etc.).?> Words die, the world is always young. The artist has seen the
world anew and, like Adam, gives to everything its name. The lily is
wonderful, but the word /&ly® is ugly, it 1s worn out and “raped.” So 1
name the lily euy and the original purity 1s restored.

Verse unwittingly gives us a series of vowels and consonants.
These series are inviolable. It is better to replace words with some-
thing else close not in sense but in sound’ (lyki-myki-kika).*

People have written or tried to write “poems” in this trans-sense language,

for example:

4. Fauré (1845-1924), for instance, wrote vocal Songs without Words, Opus 17 (1863). These
were later orchestrated. The best-known Songs without Words (1832-45) are, of course, those of
Mendelssohn (1809-1847), but these are not vocal.

- 3 These trans-sense words are slightly misquoted in the Shklovsky article. They are origi-

nally from a zaum’ poem by Kruchonykh which reads: GO OSNEG KAYD/M R BATUL'BA/
SINU AE KSEL/VER TUM’ DAKH/GIZ ( Union of Youth, 111, 1913).

6. Liliya in Russian.

A Some more recent examples: Mots d'heures gousse rames = (Mother Goose Rhymes), a hilari-
ous collection; Zukovsky’s “surface” translation of Catullus; Ernest Jandl's Ma: hart liebt zapchen
( = My heart leaps up); a sentence in Kingsley Amis’s I Want It Now : “Arcane standard Hannah
More, Armageddon pierced staff” (when read with a Texan drawl comes out as “I can’t stand 1t

anymore, I'm a-getting pissed off " ). Also the old saw: “Wheel oil beef hooked,” alternately “Whale
oil beef hooked” ( = Well I'll be fucked!)

As for ancient examples: the rebus ( = a pun made visible) appears in most cultures and is
an important mechanism in many nonalphabetical scripts such as ancient Egyptian (slightly
alphabetical) or Chinese. Other examples of rebuses appear in “canting arms” in heraldry as in
those of Berlin and Berne, both of which depict a bear. Ber- and Bar- (“bear” ) are homophones in

German.

A. Kruchonykh, “Declaration of the Word as Such” (1913).8

8. Aleksei Eliseevich Kruchonykh (1886-1968), prolific futurist poet and theoretician. The
“Declaration” has been reprinted in V. Markov, Manifesty i programmy russkikh futuristov (Munich,

Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1967), pp. 63-64. As Markov points out there, the cyrillic letter y (English
u) was chosen because it resembles a lily in shape.
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Dyr bul shyl
Ubeshchur.?

— Kruchonykh

This? Not?
The pine-needles go shu-shu
Anna-Maria, Liza, —no?
This? — Lake?
[Lulla, lolla, lalla-lu
Liza, lolla, lulla-h
The pine-needles go shu, shu,
ti-1-1, ti-1-u-u.

The Forest, — Lake?
This?

Oh, Anna, Mana, Liza,
Hey-tara!

Tere—dere—dere . . . Hu!
Khole-kule-neee.

[.ake?-Forest?
Thio-1
vi-l . . . U.

— Guro, The Three'®

These poems and the whole theory of trans-sense language made a great
impression and in their time even caused an immediate literary scandal. The
public, which feels obliged to see that art 1s not damaged by artists, greeted
these poems with curses, while the critics, who examined them in the light of
science and democracy, rejected them, grieving at the abyss, the niki/, to which
Russian literature had come. There was also much talk of charlatanism. The
furor is over, the “extras” have gone home, the critics have written their feuille-
tons, and the time has come to try to understand this phenomenon.

Some people assert that they can best express their emotion by a particular
sound-language which often has no definite meaning but acts outside of or sep-

9. Once again misquoted by Shklovsky. The poem in its entirety reads: Dir bul shshyl/ ubesh-
shchur/ skum/ vy so bw/ r l ez (A. Kruchonykh, Pomada, 1913). This is perhaps the most famous zaum’
poem, often quoted and, more often than not, misquoted. A number of Shklovsky’s quotations
are to some extent inaccurate. Unless there is some reason to present both variants, the text will
be corrected according to the source and the footnote will read: “corrected.”

10. Elena Guro (1877-1913), poet, writer, artist. “Finlyandiya,” Troe, 1914, corrected.
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arately from meaning, immediately upon the emotions of people around. The
following question arises: i1s this means of expressing emotions peculiar only to
this group of people, or is it a general phenomenon of language which has not
yet been clearly understood?

First of all, we meet the phenomenon of the choice of particular sounds in
poems written in “ordinary” language. By this choice the poet strives to heighten
the suggestivity of his work and thus demonstrates that the sounds of language as
such!! possess special power. I quote Vyacheslav Ivanov’s opinion of Pushkin’s
poem 71he Gypsies | published complete, 1824| from the viewpoint of sound:

The phonetics of this melodic poem show both a predilection for the
vowel sound z now muffled and pensive, receding into the distant
past, now colorful and wild, now sultry and evocatively melancholy;
the dark color of this sound 1s either prominent in the rhyme or is
strengthened by the nuances of the vowel combinations and conso-
nantal alliteration around it; and the entire sound-painting that was
already vaguely and instinctively felt by Pushkin’s contemporaries
made a powerful contribution toward establishing their opinion about
the particularly magical melodiousness of the new work which amazed
even those who had so recently been ecstatic about the nightingale
trills, burbling, and the whole watery music of the song about the

gardens of Bakhchisaray.*

Grinman, in the magazine Voice and Speech,'® writes about the gloominess
of the u-sound and the joyfulness of the a-sound. In general, testimonies as to
the gloom of the u-sound are very definite with almost all observers.

The possibility of such an emotional effect of words becomes
more comprehensible when we consider the fact that some sounds,
for example, vowels, evoke in us the impression or image of some-
thing gloomy or sullen; such are the vowels 0 and above all u in which
the resonating spaces in the mouth amplify the lower overtones; other
sounds evoke a wholly different sensation, lighter, more obvious,
more open; such are : and ¢, in which the resonating spaces amplify
the higher overtones (Kiterman, “T’he Emotional Sense of the Word,”
Journal of the Ministry of Public Instruction, January 1909, Part XIX,
Section II, pp. 166-167).14

11. Concerning “sounds as such,” see also below (fn. 19), “sounds in themselves.” The use of “as

such” 1s a direct quotation of Kant’s an sich. The influence of German thought on Russian formal-
ism, though considerable, was mostly unacknowledged except by antiformalists.

2 Vyacheslav Ivanov, Among the Stars, p. 148.12

12.  Ivanov (1866-1949), symbolist poet. Po zvezdam (St. Petersburg, Ory, 1909).

13. It has not been possible to locate the journal Golos 1 rech’

14. B. P. Kiterman, “Emotsional’'nyi smysl slova,” source, date, and issue corrected.
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In his examination of the same phenomenon in French, Grammont ( Le
vers frangais, 1913)3 concluded that each sound evokes its specific emotions or
range of emotions. In K. Bal'mont’s Poetry as Sorcery (Moscow, 1916),!¢ many ex-
amples are given of such a selection of sounds to gain the effect of particular
emotions. Obviously the value of the given works is determined to a higher de-
gree by these emotions. “The work of art,” Goethe writes, “makes us exultant
or delighted by that very aspect which 1s too elusive for our conscious under-
standing. The powerful effect of the artistically beautiful depends upon this and
not on the parts which can be completely analysed.”!?

Thus the meaning of “meaningless” speech for the poet is explained.!®

There 1s speech whose meaning
Is dark or without importance,

But to listen to it 1s impossible

Without agitation . . .1°

Micawber refreshed his hearing again with a collection of words
which was ridiculous and unnecessary. This, however, was not only
characteristic of him alone. During my life, I have noticed this pas-
sion for unnecessary words in many people. It 1s a sort of general
rule on all ceremonious occasions and on it depends the greater part
of all legal and formal writing and the equivalent forms of speech. In

15. Maurice Grammont, Le vers frangais, ses moyens dexpression, son harmonie, 2nd ed., Paris,
Librairie H. Champion, 1913, esp. Part II. A Russian translation by Vladimir B. Shklovsky of

pp. 195-207 of Grammont’s book appeared in the same volume as the 1916 edition of the present
article, pp. 51-60.

16. Bal'mont (1867-1943), Russian symbolist poet. Poeziya kak volshebstvo, 1st ed., Moscow,
Skorpion, 1915, repr. Lechworth-Herts, Prideaux Press, 1973.

17.  This quotation appears to be a free translation into Russian of the opening sentence of
“Uber Laokoon” ( Propylaen 1, i, 1798), which has been rendered more precisely in English as: “A
true work of art will always ‘have something of infinity in it to our minds, as well as a work of
r.ature. We contemplate it, we perceive and relish its beauties, it makes an impression, but it can-
not be thoroughly understood, nor its essence nor its merit be clearly defined by words” ( John
Gage, Goethe on Art, Berkeley, University of California Press, 1980, p. 78).

18. For a survey of theory and experiments on sound symbolism and synaesthesia, see Roman
Jakobson and Linda Waugh, The Sound Shape of Language, Cambridge, Mass., MIT Press, 1979,
pp. 177-221. Shklovsky’s argument that speech sounds are meaningful (as such) is a direct attack
on that dogma of Saussurean linguistics that the linguistic sign is arbitrary. Many great poets are
ranged on Shklovsky’s side against Saussure, e.g., Mallarmé, Rimbaud, Claudel, and Sitwell.
Readers may be interested to read Edith Sitwell’s analysis of poems using what William Empson
In Seven Y}pes of Ambiguity (New York, Noonday, 1955, pp. 11 ff) and others term “the doctrine of
pure sound.” See Sitwell's 4 Poet’s Notebook (Boston, thtlc Brown & Co., 1950, esp. pp. 177-183)
and her commentaries in her The Atlantic Book of British and American Poctgv (Boston, Little, Brown
& Co., 1958). There are even some linguists on Shklovsky’s side, notably Jakobson, Marchand,
Bolinger, and a few others.

19. Lermontov (1840): “Est’ rechi—znachen’e/Temno i’ nichtozhno,/No im bez volnen'ya/
Vnimat’ nevezmozhno.”
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reading and pronouncing these words, people especially enjoy them-
selves when they come across a whole series of sonorous words ex-
pressing one and the same concept, e.g., “I wish, demand and desire”
or “I leave behind, bequeath and make over,” etc. We speak of the
difficulty of language, yet ourselves subject it to torture (Dickens,

David Copperfield, Vol. 111).2°

In this extract, naturally, only Dickens’s observation and not his attitude
toward it interests us. The novelist would probably be surprised to learn that
the use of a whole series of euphonious words expressing one and the same con-
cept was a sort of general law of oratorical speech not only in England, but
even in ancient Greece and Rome (compare Zelinsky’s “On artistic prose and
its destiny”).2!

The fact that emotions can be evoked by the sound and articulation of
words proves the existence of words which Wundt called Lautbilder (sound-
pictures).?? Under this term Wundt groups words which express not an acous-
tic, but rather an optical or other notion, but in such a way that between this
notion and the choice of sounds of onomatopoetic words a certain correspon-
dence is felt. In German, for example, timmeln torieln (to stagger) and in Rus-
sian karakuli (badly written, smudged words).??

Previously, such words would have been explained thus: after the pictorial

elements of words disappeared, the meaning of words became linked solely to
their sounds; finally this gave the words their sensual tonality.* But Wundt

20. Ch. 52. Shklovsky’s version is very different from Dickens’s original which reads thus:
“Again, Mr. Micawber had a relish in this formal piling up of words, which, however ludicrously
displayed in his case, was, I must say, not at all peculiar to him. I have observed it, in the course
of my life, in numbers of men. It seems to me to be a general rule. In the taking of legal oaths, for
instance, desponents seem to enjoy themselves mightily when they come to several good words in
succession, for the expression of one idea; as, that they utterly detest, abominate, and abjure, or
so forth; and the old anathemas were made relishing on the same principle. We talk about the
tyranny of words, but we tyrannise over them too; we are fond of having a large superfluous

establishment of words to wait upon us on great occasions; we think it looks important, and
sounds well.”

21. Faddey Frantsevich Zelinsky, “Khudozhestvennaya proza 1 eyo sud’ba,” Vestmik Evropy,
Vol. VI, November 1898, pp. 64-119.

22. The inherent synaesthesia of the expression Lautbilder reminds us that the German dada
sound poet Raoul Hausmann described his words as optophonic and patented an optophone.
Hausmann was writing at the time Shklovsky published the present article.

23. Kara = black in Turkish and Mongolian. Karakuli is a loan word in Russian.

. F. F. Zelinsky’s experiment is interesting: it gives another explanation for the origin of
sound-pictures. “And then I'll &/isnu you with a knife on the throat,” Dostoevsky’s fellow camp in-
mate says in Notes from the House of the Dead [1860], II, Ch. 4. Is there a similarity between the
articulatory movement of the word tilisnut’ and the movement of a knife sliding over and cutting
into the human body? No, but this articulatory motion describes as well as possible every instinc-
tive state of the facial muscles during the specific feeling of pain in the nerves experienced by us
when we imagine a knife sliding along the skin (but not stuck into the body); the lips are rigidly
drawn apart, the throat constricted, the teeth gritted; this permits the use of only the vowel : and
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principally explains the phenomenon thus: that in the pronunciation of these
words the organs of speech make equivalent movements. This way of looking
at the matter fits in well with Wundt’s overall description of language; appar-
ently he is trying to draw this phenomenon closer to gestural language which he
analyses in a chapter of his Ethnopsychology ( Volkerpsychologie);?” but this inter-
pretation hardly explains the entire phenomenon. Perhaps the extracts quoted
below will cast a slightly different light on the question. We have literary evi-
dence which does not merely give examples of sound-pictures but also allows
us, as it were, to be present at their creation. It appears to us that the closest
neighbors to onomatopoetic words are “words” without concept and content that
serve to express pure emotion, that is, words which cannot be said to exhibit
any imitative articulation, for there is nothing to imitate, but only a concatena-
tion of sounds and emotion —of a movement in which the hearer participates
sympathetically by reproducing a certain mute tensing of the speech organs. As
examples I offer: “I stopped and stared at her face to face, and on the spot a
name came to me I'd never heard before, a name with a smooth, nervous sound:

the tongue consonants ¢, [, s, whereby the selection of them and not of the voiced sounds 4, r, z,
involves a certain sound-imitating element. Consequently, Zelinsky defines sound-pictures as
words whose articulation requires the general mimicry?* of the face in order for these words to ex-
press the feeling evoked (F. Zelinsky, “Wilhelm Wundt and the Psychology of Language” [1901],
Iz zhizni wdey, Vol. 11, St. Petersburg, 1911, pp. 185-186).

It is also interesting to compare Wundt's Lautbilder with what Zhukovsky, in describing
Krylov’s?® fables, calls a painting in sounds themselves (V. A. Zhukovsky, Collected Werks, Vol.
V, p. 341, Glazunov edition).?¢
24. On internal gestural mimicry as a determinant of the sounds making up particular words,
see Sir Richard Paget, Human Speech, London, Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., 1930 and
various works by A. Jéhannesson, esp. Ongin of Language, Reykjavik, H. F. Leiftur, 1949. See
also Peter Mayer, “Speech as mime and gesture,” Kroklok 3 (1972), pp. 65-68; and his “letter-
forms as an articulatory notation,” Open Letter 5 (1984), pp. 40-50.

25. I. A. Krylov (1769-1844), fabulist.

26. Zhukovsky (1783-1852), poet, “O basne 1 basnyakh Krylova” (1809), Sebranie sochinenty v
#tt., Moscow-Leningrad, GIKhL, 1959-1960, IV, p. 416, referring to the disturbing of the govern-
mental swamp depicted in the words here underlined: Chto khodenem poshlo tryasinne gosudarstvo.
27. Wilhelm Max Wundt (1832-1920), German psychologist and physiologist, Volkerpsychologte.
Eine Untersuchungung der Entwicklungsgesetze von S{m:clu, Mpythus und Sitte, Leipzig, W. Engelmann,
1900-09), Vol. 1 (Die Sprachc,ulngOO ; Ch. 3, IV, 1. contains the passage referred to above by
Shklovsky, but the first German word is misspelled; it is either bummeln (to stroll, bum around)
or wimmeln (to swarm). Shklovsky’s timmeln may well have been based on a similar passage in
Zelinsky’s article on Wundt (see Shklovsky’s footnote above). Zelinsky has tummeln, torkeln, wim-
meln (p. 181), but the first word is not found in Wundt. The fact that it is an actual German word
(to put in motion) may have caused Zelinsky not to notice the mistake. Shklovsky’s garbling of
Zelinsky’s mistake and his borrowing of the latter’s Russian examples ( karakuli, tilisnut’) suggest
that Shklovsky’s source on Wundt is the Zelinsky article and that he did not consult Wundt's work
directly.

Wundt’s later work, Elemente der Volkerpsychologie, Leipzig, A. Kroner, 1912 (Eng. trans.

E. L. Schaub, Elements of Folk Psychology, New York, Macmillan, 1916) also contains a section on
this topic, Ch. II, 5.
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Ylayali” (Knut Hamsun, Hunger, Shipovnik, p. 21).2% There i1s an interesting
equivalent to this word in Russian poetry:

A special name

[ gave my love to caress her:
An 1irresponsible creation

Of my child-like tenderness:
Far from evident meaning,
For me it i1s the symbol

Of feelings for which I found

No expression 1n languages.

— Baratynsky??

There is also a very characteristic passage in V. Rozanov ( Solitaria, p. 81):

Brandelyas’ (in Buturlin’s trial) — that is very good. Above all what a
sound . . . there is something definite in the sound. To me it increas-
ingly seems that all literary persons are “Brandelyasy.” What is good
about this word 1s that it expresses nothing in itself. And precisely
because of this characteristic it has a particular harmony with litera-
ture. “After the Merovingian Period that of the Brandelyasy began,”
a future Ilovaysky will say; I think it will be good.3°

But people need words not only to express thoughts, not only to replace one
word with another, or to make into a name so that it can be tied to some purpose
or other; people need words quite apart from meaning. Thus Satin (M. Gorky’s
Lower Depths, Act 1), who was sick of all human words, says “Sitkambr” and re-
members that when he was a machinist he loved various words.3! In his latest

work Qut in the World (Chronicle, March, 1916, p. II), Gorky returns to this phe-

nomenorn.

“—The things they write, the rapscallions! Like slapping you in the
face for no good reason. Gervassi/ What the hell do I want with Ger-
vassi? Umbraculum!”

The strange words and unfamiliar names stuck annoyingly in

my memory, making my tongue itch to repeat them, as though
sounding them would reveal their meaning.3?

28. Eng. trans. by Robert Bly, New York, Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1967, p. 14.

29. E. A. Baratynsky (1800-1844), poet of the Pushkin Pleiad: “Svoenravnoe prozvan'e” (1834).
30. V. V. Rozanov (1856-1919), writer, philosopher, and critic, Uedinyonnoe, St. Petersburg,
1911; also Izbrannoe, Munich, A. Neimanis, 1970, p. 25. “Brandelyas,” a ~on-Russian surname
(Eng. Brandylace?); D. Ilovaysky, a popular historian.

31. Maksim Gorky (1868-1936), novelist, playwright. Lower Depths was first produced by the
Moscow Art Theatre in 1902.

32. V lyudyakh, Ch. 35; Eng. trans. from A. Yarmciinsky, The Autobiography of Maxim Gorky,
New York, Collier, 1962, p. 284.
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Valentin, in Goncharov's sketches, The Servants of the Old Days (Marx edi-
tion, Vol. 12, pp. 170-177), offers the reader incomprehensible poems and lov-
ingly writes down completely incomprehensible words in a notebook where he
puts those with similar sounds next to each other: “constitution and prostitu-
tion,” “infernal and eternal,” “numizmat and kastrat” (numismatist and castrato),
not ever wanting to know their meaning, but only putting them together be-
cause they sound the same, just as precious stones or cloth are arranged accord-
ing to their color.

Goncharov was able to generalize the phenomenon which he had ob-
served. He said:

[ have seen how simple people can be moved to tears by holy books
in Church Slavonic although they understand nothing or only under-
stand “other words” like my Valentin. I remember how sailors on a
ship listened to such a book for hours without moving, constantly
gazing at the reader’s mouth?®? if only he read sonorously and with
feeling (Goncharov, /6. ).3*

Even more indicative 1s the completely pathological success of
word combinations when they have been torn out of a forgotten con-
text and have lost their original or even their entire meaning, such as
the often-quoted question: Et ta soeur (And your sister). Similar epi-
demic oral habits which have come about by the attractive magic of
total nonsense are called des scies (catch-phrases).?>

The extract just quoted was taken from the newspaper Contemporary Word
(August 27, 1913, a report from Paris about the genre theater), and also speaks
of the widespread craze for meaningless songs®® experienced in Paris that sum-
mer. These were succeeded by a fashion for almost totally meaningless “Negro
songs.” In Knut Hamsun's Hunger, the author in a delirious state discovers the
word Kuboaa and is fascinated that it 1s unstable and has no precise meaning. “I
had discovered the word myself,” he says, “and I was perfectly within my rights
to let it mean whatever I wanted it to, for that matter. So far as I knew, 1 had
not yet committed myself . . .” (pp. 77-78).%7

Prince Vyazemsky writes that in his childhood he liked reading wine-cellar
catalogues and was fascinated by euphonious names. He particularly liked the

33. There i1s growing evidence that even people with perfect hearing hip-read. The perception
of speech is to a small but important extent audiovisual. See Mayer (1984), p. 49.

34. Ivan A. Goncharov (1812-1891), novelist, author of Oblomov. Slug: starogo veka (1888), I:
Valenun.

35.  Des scies, given in Roman script in the Russian text, 1s misspelled as sezes.

36. Cf. “scat” singing and later bebop; nonesuch words still continue to feature in pop lyrics.
“Scat” from “scatty” ( = crazy)?

37. Bly trans., p. 79.
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name of one kind of wine, Lacrima Chnisti; this sound appealed to his poetic
soul.?® And in general we know from many poets of the past of their sensations
of the sound aspect of words which evoked in them a particular feeling and a
particular understanding of these words independent of the words’ objective
meaning ( J. Baudouin de Courtenay, “Opinions,” supplement to the newspaper
The Day |Den’], No. 7, February 20, 1914).3° But this peculiarity is not only the
privilege of poets. The nonpoet can also revel in and get drunk on meaningless
sounds. V. Korolenko, for example, describes one of his German lessons at
secondary school in Rovno.

“Dem gelb-ro-then pa-pa-ga-a-ai-en” [the yellow-red parrot],*® said
Lototsky, drawing the words out. And so, Nominative: Der gelb-rothe
Papaga:. Genitive: des gelb-rothen-Pa-pa-ga-ai-en. In Lototsky’s voice
there were certain jumpy notes. He began scanning, obviously en-
joying the rhythm of the melody. He associated the dative with the
timbre of the schoolmaster’s ingratiating voice blending with the
melodic murmur of the whole class: Dem gelb-ro-then Pa-pa-ga-a-ai-en.
Lototsky’s face bore an expression like that of a tomcat being tickled
behind the ear. He threw his head back, his large nose pointed to the
ceiling, his thin wide mouth opened like that of an amorous frog
croaking. The plural was scanned like thunder — a real orgy of scan-
sion. Dozens of voices cut the yellow-red parrot into slices, threw it
into the air, stretched it, swung it, lifting 1t up to high notes, letting it
fall to low ones. . . . Lototsky’s voice had long since stopped, his head
resting on the back-rest of his teacher’s chair and only his white hand
with its dazzling white cuff struck the air with a pencil held between
two fingers beating time. The class was as if possessed; the pupils
aped the schoolmaster, threw back their heads like him, bent, swayed,
made faces. . . . And suddenly . . . scarcely had the last syllable of the
last case died away as if cut off, when there was, as if by magic, a
total change in the class. The schoolmaster sat on the rostrum, once
again erect, stern, and his glance darted along the benches like light-

38. Prince P. A. Vyazemsky (1792-1878), “Avtobiograficheskoe vvedenie,” Polnoe Sobranie
Sochinenty, Petersburg, M. M. Stasyulevich, 1878, Vol. 1, p. v.
39. This article, “Slovo i ‘slovo’” (A Word and a “Word”), has been reprinted in I. A. Boduen
de Kurtene, Izbrannye trudy po obshchemu yazykoznaniyu, 11, Moscow, ANSSSR, 1963, pp. 240-242.
Boudouin de Courtenay (1845-1929), the great Polish linguist, was Shklovsky’s professor for a
time at the Unmiversity of Petrograd. See Shklovsky's memoirs, Zhili-byli, Moscow, Sovetsky
pisatel’, 1966, pp. 94-101.
40. Here and below, Shklovsky’s citation of the German differs from that in standard editions
of V. G. Korolenko (1853-1921), Istoriya moego sovremennika, Vol. I, Ch. 20, which first appeared
in 1908. The oniginal has: Der gelb-rote Papa-gei, Der gelb-rote Pa-pa-gei, Des gelb-roten Pa-pa-ga-a-eis
..andDem .. .gelb. . r0...ten... Pa-pa-ga-a-a. ... These mistakes would seem to indicate
Sklovsky's inadequate knowledge of German, rather than typesetting inaccuracy.
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ning flashes. The pupils were as if turned into stone. . . . And again
they continued studying under firm “discipline” until Lototsky came
across a yellow-red parrot or some other hypnotic word. In some in-
stinctive way the pupils worked out a whole system which shepherded
the teacher toward words of that kind.

— Korolenko, The History of My Contemporary,
in Collected Works, Marx, Vol. 7, p. 1551

[ do not consider this example to be exceptional. I consider it parallel to the
famous verses for exceptions to rules in Latin, which for centuries have been
a notable feature of schools where the classics are taught. Here is what F. F.
Zelinsky writes about them. Naturally I am not trying to make a parallel be-
tween the revered professor and the schoolmaster Lototsky. Zelinsky writes:

I myself used them (the verses) when I was a teacher of the first-year
class; I remember how the artificial combinations of clever words
and energetic rhymes caused a healthy, childish laughter among my
pupils, particularly if at the end of the lesson I got them to chorus the
rhymed rules; and because I think a healthy sense of humor is essen-
tial “vitkul”*! (as the doctors say) when teaching young classes, these
finales then became for them a cheerful game of its own.

—F. F. Zelinsky, From the Life
of Ideas, p. 3142

Unfortunately, Zelinsky tells us nothing about his experience in the pro-
nunciation of these “artificial combinations” of words. The words metall (metal)
and zhupel (a spook), apart from their meaning, by their very sound seemed
frightening to the merchant’s wife in the comedy by Ostrovsky.*? In Chekhov’s
tale “The Peasants” [Ch. III], the old women wept in the church when the priest
pronounced the words ashche [Church Slavonic for “if”| and dondezhe [till]; the
particular choice of these words as a signal to start weeping can only be due to
the sound aspect. James Sully ( Studies of Childhood)** includes many interesting
examples of “trans-sense speech” among children. I will not quote them due to
lack of space and also because I consider the playful verse pre-fables of our own

41. Zelinsky's original has vegikulom (Lat. vehiculum) for Shklovsky's vitkulom, which i1s a mean-
ingless word.

42. Zelinsky, “Obrazovatel'noe znachenie antichnosti,” Iz zhizni idey: Nauchno-popularnye stat?,
Vol. II, St. Petersburg, Tip. M. M. Stasyulevicha, 1905, p. 30.

43. This example is taken from Kiterman, p. 174. A. N. Ostrovsky (1823-1886), dramatist.
The reference is to Ostrovsky's play Bad Days ( Tyazhyolye dni, 1863), Act 11, Scene 2.

44. Second edition, London, Longmans & Co., 1905, esp. Ch. V. Also mentioned by
Konovalov (see note 48), p. 189, where Russian trans. is referred to: Ocherk: po psikhologi: detstva,
tr. Grombakh, Moscow, 1901.
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children more interesting for a Russian reader; they are also interesting because
of their mass nature and because these pre-fables are preserved in oral trans-
mittal, travel from region to region, and provide a complete analogy to literary
works. As examples I quote:

Pero (name of the game)

Pero

Ugo

Tero

Pyato

Soto

Ivo

S1vo

Dub

Krest

(Vyatsk district)

Pervinchiki
Druginchiki

Na Bozhey Ruse
Na popovoy polose
Prelo

Grelo

Osinovo

Poleno

Chivil doska
Dara-shepyoshka
Toncha-poncha
Pinevicha
Rus-knes’

Vylez

(Vyatsk district)

Bubikon:

Ne chem goni
Zlatom myotom
Pod polyotom
Chyorny palets
Vyydi za pech’
Rus-kvas

Shishel, vyshel
Von poshol
(Vladimir district)

Pen

(Five)
(Hundred)
(Willow)
Gray

Oak

Cross

(First ones)
(Friends)

In God’s Russia
On the priest’s land
[t smelled

[t warmed

An aspen

Log

(‘T'witter) board
(gift — whisper-care)
(thin — donut)

(Russian prince)

Crawled out

(Bell/pretzc!)-horses
Nothing to drive with

With golden (thrower)

Under the flight
A black finger

(o out behind the stove

Russian kvas
(Bumped), went out
Went away
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Pera, era

Chukha, lukha (Sneeze)

Pyati, soti (Five, hundred)
Sivi, 1li (Gray), or

Pen’ Tree stump
(Tula district)

[ am quoting from E. A. Pokrovsky, Children’s Games, Principally Russian
(Moscow, 1887, pp. 54-56).%3

I now turn to an extract from My Childhood by M. Gorky (long and there-
fore unsuitable for direct quotation) where he shows how in the boy’s memory a

poem is simultaneously stored in two ways: as words and also as what I call
patches of sound. The verse goes like this:

Bolshaya doroga, pryamaya doroga Big street, straight street
Prostora ne malo beryosh’ ty u Boga. Not a little space you

take from God.
Tebya ne rovnyali topor 1 lopata, You haven't been flattened
by pick and shovel,
Myagka ty kopytu 1 pyl'yu bogata. Soft are you to hoof and
rich in dust.

His version went like this:

Doroga, dvuroga, tvorog, nedoroga Street, two-horned, curds,
Inexpensive
Kopyta, popyte, koryto . . . Hoofs, tested, trough . . .

The boy greatly loved the magical verses when they had lost all meaning. Un-
beknownst to himself, he simultaneously remembered the original verses, too

(My Childhood, pp. 223 ft).46

45. All but the second example are found on page 57 of Pokrovsky. The second is on page 55.

Citation corrected. Nonesuch words have not been translated; distorted forms with a fairly clear
meaning are translated in parentheses.

46. The quotations are from Ch. 10. Boy’s version corrected. “Beginning with the age of two,
every child becomes for a short period of time a linguistic genius. Later, beginning at the age of
five to six, this talent begins to fade.” K. Chukovsky, From Two to Five, trans. M. Morton, Berkeley
and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 1963, p. 7. Chukovsky called nonsense poems
by little children ekikikz, e.g., Kossi minie, kossi koi,/Lieba kussi, lieba koi./Kossi baba, kossi
koe,/Kussi paki, kussi moi./loka kuku, shibka koi,/Lieba kusiai, shibka koi,/Koka kusiai, shibka
koi (p. 148). The transcription of the poem has been corrected according to the 7th ed., Ot dvukh do
pyati, Moscow, Gos. Izd, Det. Lit., 1963, p. 362.

On children’s verbal art see R. Jakobson and L. Waugh, The Sound Shape of Language,
Bloomington & London, Indiana University Press, 1979, pp. 217-220. Peter Mayer has made
similar observations in the case of visual poetry in the 5-10 year age range.
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Compare F. Batyushkov’s article “Battle with the Word” in Journal of the
Mnistry of Public Instruction, February 1900.47

The formulae of exorcism the world over are often written in such lan-
guages, for example, what the Greeks called phylacteries, known as “ta Ephesia
grammata (magical letters on the crown, belt and pedestal of the statue of the
Diana of Ephesus), consisted of puzzling words (aenigmatodes): askion, kataskion,

liz, tetras, damnameneus, aesia (Clement of Alexandnia, Stromat. ib. V, cap. VIII),”
quoted according to Konovalov, p. 191.48

The facts cited above make the existence of a trans-sensible language cer-
tain, and it exists not only 1n a pure form, 1.e., as certain meaningless word

combinations, but mainly in a covert state, like rhyme in ancient poetry, actu-
ally there but not clearly recognized.

Much prevents trans-sensible language from appearing overtly; a Kuboaa
rarely appears. But it seems to me that verse also often appears in the poet’s
soul in the form of sound patches not formed into words. Sometimes the patch
approaches, sometimes it recedes, then finally it becomes clear and coincides
with a sonorous word.*® The poet does not decide to speak a “trans-sensible
word”; usually the trans-sensibility conceals itself under the mask of some often-

deceptive apparent content so that poets themselves have to admit that they do
not understand the content of their own verses. We have such admissions from

Calderén, Byron, and Blok.3° We must believe Sully Prudhomme when he says

47. “V borbe so slovom,” Zhurnal Ministerstva Narodnogo Prosveshcheniya, Part 327, pp. 209-228.
48. D. Konovalov, Religiozny ekstaz v russkom sektanstve, Sergiev Posad, Tip. Sv. Tr. Sergievoy

Lavry, 1908. Corrected to conform with Konovalov. He gives the Greek words in Greek script,
while Shklovsky used Roman script.

49. Shklovsky in his “Literature and Cinematography” was later (1923) to write: “A line of
verse quite often appears in the poet's mind as a definite patch of sound not yet verbalized.
Alexander Blok used to tell me about this phenomenon as he had observed it in himself” ( Disso-
nant Voices in Soviet Literature, tr. M. Hayward and P. Blake, New York, Harper & Row, 1964,
p. 24). Mayakovsky in “How Verses Are Made” wrote: “I walk, swinging my arms, and mumbling
still almost wordlessly; now, I slow down so as not to interrupt my mumbling; now, | mumble
more rapidly to keep in tune with my steps. So the rhythm is trimmed and shaped, for it is the
basis of all poetry and runs through it like a roar. Gradually, out of this roar, one starts to pick
out separate words. . . . The first word to emerge is usually the main word —the word which
characterizes the meaning of the verse or the word which is to be rhymed” (Mayakovsky and His
Circle, ed. and trans. by Lily Feiler, New York, Dodd, Mead and Co., 1972, p. 128; also Polnoe
sobranie sochinenty, Moscow, GIKhL, 1959, XII, pp. 100-101). Osip Mandelstam had similar
methods He too related wa]kmg to composing, which was a process of convcrtmg “a ringing in
the ears” into “a silent mouthing, then into whispering, then the Inner music” became units of
meaning. See N. Mandelstam, Hope Against Hope, A Memoir, London, Collins, 1971, Ch. 39:
“Moving Lips.”

Russian poets tend to produce and declaim their work in a more oral way than we do. It is
unusual in our culture to see poets recite from memory; we give poetry readings.
30. The original statements by these poets have proved difficult to establish. F. Batyushkov’s
article refers to an article by A. Gornfel'd, “Muki slova” ( Sbermik Russkogo bogatstva, 1899), which
seems to be the source not only for Shklovsky’s phrase which we have translated below as “suffer-
ng over words,” and the reference to the Sully Prudhomme poem, but also for the reference to
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that nobody has read his own real verse.! The complaints of the poets about
their suffering over words must often be understood as the measure of their
struggle with the word: poets do not complain about the impossibility of medi-
ating concepts or images with words, but they do complain about the impossi-
bility of mediating sensations 2 d spiritual experiences with words. And not for
nothing do they complain that they cannot mediate sounds with words, mediate
with icy words the overflowing wellspring of sweet and simple sounds. In all
probability it turns out much as with choosing rhymes. Saltykov-Shchedrin, a
man not very competent in poetry, but otherwise certainly an observant per-
son, described a young poet searching for a rhyme with obraz (image) and find-
ing only the word nobraz.>?

Nobraz did not fit and became an dée fixe of the poet; but if by the remotest
chance it could have been given some meaning, it would actually have suited
the poem and would not have looked any worse than many other words. Some
evidence that words in a poem are not chosen for their meaning nor for their
rhythm, but for their sound is given by the Japanese tanka. In a tanka, usually at

Byron. There Gornfel'd quotes Pushkin as saying “Byron could not explain certain of his lines”
(reprint of the article in Muk: slova, Moscow-Leningrad, Gosizdat, 1927, p. 30; Pushkin, Polnoe
sobrante sochinenty, Moscow, ANSSSR, 1962-66, VII, p. 56). Neither Gornfel'd nor the Pushkin

edition indicate Pushkin’s source of information. The most likely source is Stanza V, Canto IV
from Byron's Don Juan:

Some have accused me of a strange design
Against the creed and morals of the land,
And trace it in this poem every line:
[ don't pretend that I quite understand
My own meaning when I would be very fine;
But the fact is that I have nothing planned,
Unless it were to be a moment merry,
A novel word in my vocabulary.

Willis W. Pratt, in his Byron's Don Juan, Vol. IV, Notes on the Variorum Edition, 2nd ed., Austin,
University of Texas Press, 1971, p. 106, gives two other references: Thomas Medwin, Conversa-
tions of Lord Byron at Pisa, London, H. Colburn, 1824, p. 244: “I asked Lord Byron the meaning of
a passage in “The Prophecy of Dante.” He laughed and said: ‘I suppose I had some meaning when
[ wrote it: I believe I understood it then.”” Also, letter to Hobhouse, June 8, 1820, in P. Quennell,
Byron: A Self-Portrait, 11, London, John Murray, 1950, p. 316.

Blok’s statement may come from a private conversation with Shklovsky, see note 49.

A passage in Calderén could not be located. A three-volume collection of Calderén’s works
in Russian translation by K. Bal'mont (Sochineniva, Moscow, Vol. I, 1900, Vol. II, 1902,
Vol. III) was published but could not be consulted.
. R.F.A Sully Prudhomme (1839-1907), French poet; poem “Au lecteur” (1865): “Quand
je vous livre mon poéme,/Mon coeur ne le reconnait plus:/Le meilleur demeure en moi-méme,/
Mes vrais vers ne seront pas lus.” Shklovsky’s source is F. Batyuskov (p. 219), who paraphrases it
from yet another source.
52. M. E. Saltykov-Shchedrin (1826-1889) satiricist, novelist. Reference is to the story “For
Children” (Dlya detskogo vozrasta) from the collection Innocent Stories (Nevinnye rasskazy, 1863).
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the beginning, there is a word unrelated to the content but which harmonizes
with the “main” word in the poem. For example, at the beginning of a Russian
poem about the moon ( luna), according to this principle one could put the word
lono (bosom or lap). This shows that words in poetry are selected in the follow-
ing way: one homonym is replaced by another in order to express the inner
sound-language prescribed ahead of time, rather than one synonym being re-
placed by another in order to express the nuances of a concept. Thus it is per-
haps possible to understand the statements of poets when they say that poems
appear or mature in their minds as music (Schiller).33 In this I think that poets
have fallen victim to a lack of precise terminology. There is no word for inner
sound-language, and when one wants to speak about it, the term music turns up
as a description of certain sounds which are not words; in this particular case
not yet words, because they eventually emerge in a wordlike manner. Among
contemporary poets, O. Mandelstam has written about this:

Remain foam, Aphrodite,
And return word into music.>*

The perception of a poem usually also precedes from the perception of its
primal sound-picture. Everybody knows how deafly we apprehend the context
of even apparently comprehensible poems. On this ground very indicative cases
sometimes occur. For example, in a Pushkin edition instead of “Zaveshan byl
tenisty vkhod™33 (The shaded entry was curtained), “Zaveshan breg tenistykh
vod” (The bank of the shaded water was curtained) had been printed (due to an
unreadable manuscript); this led to total meaninglessness but remained calmly
unnoticed in edition after edition and was only by chance found by a manuscript

scholar. The reason is that in this passage although the sense was distorted the
sound was not.

As we have already mentioned, trans-sensible language rarely appears
in pure form. But there are exceptions. Such an exception is to be found in

trans-sensible language among mystical sects. Here what helped was that the
sectaries identified trans-sense language with glossolalia,’® with the gift of

tongues, which according to the Acts of the Apostles they received on the Fiftieth

33.  Letter to Goethe, March 18, 1796: “With me the conception has at first no definite or clear
object; this comes later. A certain musical state of mind precedes it, and this, in me, is only then
followed by the poetic idea” (Correspondence between Schiller and Goethe, trans. by L.. Dora Schmitz,
London, George Bell and Sons, 1877, I, p. 154).
4. 0O. E. Mandelstam (1892-1940), “Silentium” (1910), Collected Works, Washington, Inter-
Language Literary Associates, 1967, Vol. 1, p. 9.

33. Pushkin’s free translation of Ariosto’s Orlande furiese, Canto XXIII, Ott. 106.
96. On glossolalia, see Jakobson and Waugh, pp. 211-215.
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Day (Pentecost).® Thanks to this they had no shame about trans-sense lan-
guage; they were proud of it and wrote down examples of it. There are many
examples in D. G. Konovalov’s wonderful book Religious Ecstasy in Russian Mys-
tical Sects (Sergiev Posad, 1908, pp. 159-193) where the question of the glosses
in the sense of the types of such manifestations of religious ecstasy is exhaus-
tively discussed. The phenomenon of speaking in tongues is extraordinarily
widespread and may be said to be universal among mystical sects. I quote the
flagellant Sergei Osipov (eighteenth century) as an example (from Konovalov’s

book):

rentre fente rente fintrifunt
nodar lisentrant nokhontrofint.58

I quote the first lines of a transcription of speaking in tongues by his con-
temporary Varlaam Shishkov:

nasontos lesontos furt his
natrufuntru natrisinfur. . . .%°

It 1s interesting to compare these sounds with the transcriptions of speak-
ing in tongues of the Irvingite Sect which appeared in Scotland around 1830:

Hippo-gerosto hippo booros senoote
Foorime oorin hoopo tanto noostin
Noorastin niparos hipanos bantos boorin
O Pinitos eleiastino halimungitos dantitu
Hampootine farimi aristos ekrampos®°

The woman sectary who uttered these words was convinced that this was
the language of the inhabitants of a South Pacific island.
Such phenomena have recently been observed in Christiania (Oslo).

" “Glosses” are tongues heard in congregations in the Apostles’ time. The Apostle Paul

(1 Corinthians 14) says of sermons in “tongues” that nobody understands them, that their speech
is incomprehensible, as Irenaeus of Lyons has written (D. G. Konovalov, Religious Ecstasy in
Russian Mystical Sects, p. 173).%7

57. Konovalov (p. 175): “‘In church we hear,’ says St. Irenaeus of Lyons, ‘many brothers who
have prophetic gifts and through the Spirit speak in all possible languages (pantodapais lalounton dia
tou pneumatos glossais), for the common good they bring into the open the deepest (secrets) of
people and elucidate God’s mysteries’ (St. Irenaei, Adversus haereses, hib. V, c. VI, I).”

38. Konovalov, p. 167, corrected.

59. Ibd.; corrected. From the same page Konovalov Shishkov is also quoted by Kruchonykh,
and with considerably greater accuracy, in Explodity and Three (both 1913), see V. Markov, Rus-
stan Futurism, pp. 61-67.

60. Konovalov, p. 179, corrected. The source given there is: Schwarz, review of the book:
Kohler, Het irvingisme (Theologische Studien und Kritiken, 1877, S. 369). Both this quotation
and the next are in the Latin alphabet in Konovalov and Shklovsky.
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Here is an example of glossolalia by the German Pastor Paul; for him the
gift of speaking in tongues was the fulfillment of his most fervent desire (he had
seen cases of speaking in tongues and felt an overwhelming wish for the gift);
on the night of the 15th to the 16th of September 1907, there were involuntary
movements in his speech organs and vocal apparatus which caused sounds.
Paul wrote them down and I quote some lines:

Schua ea, schua ea

o tschi biro t1 ra rea
akki lungo ta 1 fungo
u li bara ti ra tungo
latschi bungo ti tu ta.®!

In the enjoyment of meaningless trans-sense language the articulatory
aspect of speech is undeniably important. It may even be that in general the
greater part of the pleasure in poetry is to be found in the articulations in the
original dance of the speech organs.%? (See Kiterman’s article in the Journal of
the Ministry of Public Instruction, 1909).%% Yuri Ozarovsky remarks in his book
The Music of the Living Word that the timbre of the voice is dependent on mim-
icry,%* and if one goes further than he did and relates to his remark James’s thesis
that each emotion is the result of some bodily state (a sinking heart is the cause
of fear, and tears are the cause of sorrow),% one might say that the impression
which the timbre of the voice summons up in us may be explained thus: when
we hear, we reproduce the mimicry of the speaker and therefore we experience
his emotions. F. Zelinsky in an extract we have already quoted mentions the

significance of reproducing the mimicry of the speaker in the perception of
Lautbilder (sound-pictures) (tilisnut).

61. Konovalov, p. 186, corrected. Konovalov’s source: Emile Lombard, “Faits récents de
glossolalie,” Archive de psychologre, 1908, févnier, t. VII, No. 27, pp. 302-303.

62. Shklovsky in his Literature and Cinematography was later to write: “Perhaps in a primitive
poem we are dealing not so much with an ejaculation as with an articulated gesture, a sort of
ballet of the speech organs. Even in modern poetry, the act of speaking it may have, in varying
degrees, the same sensuous effect on us—‘the sweetness of the verse on the lips’ . . .” (p. 24).
63. That is, Kiterman (citation in text corrected), see esp. pp. 165-166.

64. Yu. E. Ozarovski, Muzyka zhivogo slova. Osnovy russkogo khudozhestvennogo chteniya, St. Peters-
burg, Izd. O. M. Popovoy, 1914, pp. 115-117.

65. Wilham James (1842-1910), American psychologist, philosopher. Psychology. Briefer Course,
New York, H. Holt & Co., 1891: “My theory . . . is that the bodily changes follow directly the perception
of the exciting fact, and that our feeling of the same changes as they occur IS the emotion. Common-sense says,
we lose our fortune, are sorry and weep, we meet a bear, are frightened and run; we are insulted
by a nval, are angry and strike. The hypothesis here to be defended says that this order is incor-
rect, that the one mental state is not immediately induced by the other, that the bodily manifesta-
tions must first be interposed beiween, and that the more rational statement is that we feel sorry
because we cry, angry because we strike, afraid because we tremble, and not that we cry, strike,

or tremble because we are sorry, angry, or fearful . . .” (pp. 375-376). Russian trans. by Lapshin
(1905, 5th ed.) mentioned by Konovalov, p. 185.
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Well known are the facts which prove that when we perceive a foreign
language or any utterance we silently imitate with our own speech organs the
requisite movements for the enunciation of a given sound.%¢ Perhaps these
movements have some still uninvestigated close connection with the emotions
evoked by speech sounds and by trans-sense language in particular. It is in-
teresting to note that the phenomenon of speaking in tongues by sectaries be-
gins with involuntary movements of the vocal apparatus.5’

[ think that we can content ourselves with the examples we have given.
But I will quote one more (which I have found in Mel'nikov-Pechersky’s On the
Mountains, Vol. 3, p. 132).%8 This example of glossolalia is interesting because
it shows the close similarity between children’s songs and types of sectarian
speaking in tongues. It starts as a children’s song and has a “trans-sense” finale:

Ten’, ten’, poteten’, Shadows, shadows, shashadows,
Vyshe goroda pleten’ Higher than the city the fence is
Sadis’, galka, na pleten’! Sit down, jackdaw, on the fence!
(Galki khokhlushi— Jackdaws with headdresses are —
Spasennie dushi, Saved souls

Vorob'’i proroki— The sparrow-prophets —

Shli po doroge, Walked along the streets,

Nashli oni knigu. Found they a book.

Chto’ v toy knige? What is in that book?

The text of the sectaries:

A pisano tamo: And there it 1s written:
“Savishrai samo,

Kapilasta gandrya,
Daranata shantra
Sunkara purusha

Moya deva, Lusha”6? My maiden, Lusha”

66. This is the “motor” theory of speech perception. It has since gone out of fashion among
psychologists and audiologists.

67. See George Pilkington, The Doctrine of Particular Providence (London: Efingham Wilson,
1836, pp. 224-225) for a detailed description of an Irvingite woman’s muscle spasms prior to
enunciation. Also Konovalov, pp. 237-239.

68. P. 1. Mel'nikov-Pechersky, Na gorakh (1875-1878), Pt. 3, Ch. 4.

69. Ibid., corrected. Evidently quoted by Shklovsky from Konovalov (pp. 167-168) where the
last line reads: Mayya diva lucha following M.-P.’s footnote variant. Shklovsky had: May ya diva
lucha. Mel'nikov-Pechersky comments: “Only God’s People understood that by the lips of the
saint the Spirit had declared that Lusha was His maiden . . . Thus others called her Luker’'yushka

and from that time on they all began to call her that. They firmly believed that Lusha would be
‘the golden chosen vessel of the Spirit.’”
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The text of the continuation of the children’s version of the song:

Zyuzyuka, zyuzyuka, Lisper, lisper,
Kuda nam katit'sya’ Where should we go?
Vdol’ po dorozhke.”® Down along the street.

All these types have one thing in common: these sounds strive to be lan-
guage. So their authors consider them to be some sort of foreign language:
Polynesian, Indian, Latin, French, and most often the language of Jerusalem.
It is also interesting that futurist authors of trans-sense poems athrmed that
they understood all languages simultaneously and even tried to write Hebrew.”!
It seems to me that there is a certain sincerity in this, for they themselves mo-
mentarily believed that the words of a strange language, wonderfully learned,
were being formed by their pens.’?

Whether this i1s the case or not, one thing is certain: trans-sensible sound
language strives to be language.

But to what extent can one give this phenomenon the name “language”’
That naturally depends upon the definition we give to the concept “word.” If we
lay down the condition for the word-as-such that 1t must serve to designate its
concept, that it must in general be meaningful, then trans-sense language has
to be excluded as something external to language. But it is not all that is ex-
cluded; the facts we have cited make one wonder whether words in language
which are not obviously trans-sense or simply in poetic language in general have
meaning or whether this opinion is only a fiction and the result of our inatten-
tion. In any case, in banning trans-sense language from our speech we do not
thereby ban it from poetry as well. Now poetry 1s created and — what i1s more
important — perceived not just in terms of word-concepts. I quote an interesting
extract from an article by K. Chukovsky about the Russian futurists. It con-
cerns V. Khlebnikov's poem “Bobeob: pelis’ guby/Veeomi pelis’ vzory,” etc.”3
(Bobeobs the lips were singing/Veeoms the glances were singing, etc.):

It 1s written 1n the measure of Hiawatha and the Kalevala. So if
we enjoy reading Longfellow’s:

70. Ihd.

71.  Shklovsky is referring to A. Kruchonykh's Explodity (Vzorval’), 1913-1914, in which he an-
nounces, “On April 27 at thiree o'clock in the afternoon I at one moment mastered all languages to
perfection. I now publish my poems in Japanese, Spanish, and Hebrew.” See Gerald Janecek,
I'he Look of Russwan Literature, Princeton, Princeton University Press, 1984, p. 95 and figs. 75-76.
72. Compare previous spiritualist and subsequent surrealist automatic writing.

73. V. V. Khlebnikov (1885-1922), one of the founders of Russian futurism, probably the
greatest poet among them. Poem is of 1912, corrected citation. See. V. Markov, M. Sparks,
Modern Russian Poetry (Indianapolis-New York: Bobbs-Merrill, 1967), pp. 328-329 for full poem

and translation.




On Poetry and Trans-Sense Language

Came the Choctaws and Shoshonies and Blackfeet,
Came the Pawnees and Omawhas,

Came the Camanches,

Came the Mandans and Dacotahs,

(Came the Hurons and Ojibways’*

When then do the bobeobs and vecoms make us laugh? In what way are
the Choctaws any better than the bobeobs? Here we have a gourmand’s
feast of exotically strange-sounding words. To the Russian ear bobeobs
are as “trans-sensible” as Choctaws, Shoshonies, or as gzi-gzi-gzeo. 75
And when Pushkin writes:

From Rushchuk to ancient Smyrna
From Trabezond to Tulchea’®

has he not definitely used the enchanted harmony of trans-sensibly
sounding words? (K. Chukovsky, “Provisional Chrestomathy of
Types of Futurist Poetry,” Shipovnik, Book 22, p. 144.)77

It is even possible that the word is the adopted child of poetry. This for example
1s the opinion of A. N. Veselovsky.”® And it even seems clear that it 1s impossi-
ble either to call poetry a manifestation of language or language a manifesta-

tion of poetry.

Another question: will there be a time when genuinely artistic works are
written in trans-sense language? Will it then be a special, generally recognized
kind of literature? Who knows? If so, it would be a continuation of the differen-
tiation of art forms. One thing can be said: many literary phenomena have had
such a destiny; many first appeared in the works of the ecstatics; thus rhyme
appeared clearly in the annunciations of Ignatius of Antioch:

74. Translation cited by Chukovsky 1s the famous one by Ivan Bunin (1896) which slightly

shuffles Longfellow’s text and reads: Sklt Choktosy 1 Komanchy/ Shit Shoshony 1 Omog/ Shlt Gurony @
Medeny/ Delavery 1 Mochok:.

75. A later line from the Khlebnikov poem, corrected.

76. From “Stambul gyaury nynche slavyat” (1830), Pushkin, III, 194-195.

77. Republished in K. Chukovsky, Sebranie sochineniy v 6 tt., Moscow, Izd. Khud. lit., 1969,
Vol. 6, pp. 240-259, under the title “Obraztsy futurliteratury.” See pp. 245-246 for the quoted
passage.

78. A. N. Veselovsky (1838-1906), literary historian: “In the oldest combination [of music,
dance, and words| the guiding role went to rhythm, which consequently normed melody and the
poetic text which developed along with it. The role of the last element could be considered in the
beginning the most modest: it consisted of ex-lamations, expressions of emotions, a few mean-
ingless, contentless words, the bearers of the beat and the melody. From this kernel a text with
content developed in the slow course of history; thus even in the primeval word the emotional ele-
ment of the voice and movement (gesture) supported the contental element, which inadequately
expressed the impression of the object; a more complete expression would result with the devel-

opment of the sentence” (Istoricheskaya poetika, L.eningrad, Khudozhestvennaya literatura, 1940,
pp. 200-201; orniginally serialized in 1894-1898).
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Choris tou episkopou meden poieite
ten sarka umon os naon theon tereite
ten enosin agapate,

tous merismous pheugete,

mimetai ginesthe Iesou Christou
os kai aoutos tou Patros autou.’?

Religious ecstasy has already predicted the appearance of new forms. The
history of literature consists in poets canonizing®® and introducing :nto litera-
ture new forms which had long been the common property of poetic thinking
about language.

D. G. Konovalov shows that in recent years there have been increasing
manifestations of glossolalia (p. 187). At the same time trans-sense songs have
been the rage in Paris. But most characteristic is the enthusiasm of the symbol-
1sts for the sound-aspect of the word (the works of Andre1 Bely, Vyascheslav
Ivanov, the articles of Bal’'mont®!), which almost coincided in time with the
beginnings of the futurists who posed the problem even more sharply.

And perhaps J. Slowacki’s prophecy will some day be fulfilled: “There will

come a time in verse when poets will be interested only in sounds.”?2

79. Epst. ad Philad. c. 7, corrected to conform to Konovalov, p. 251, where it is cited in the
Greek alphabet. Shklovsky used the Roman.
80. “Canonizing,” a typical Shklovsky term, is discussed in Victor Erlich, Russian Formalism:
History-Doctrine, The Hague, Mouton, 19635, pp. 259 fi.
81. Symbolist poets for whom musicality was of particular importance; their key theoretical
works are: A. Bely (1880-1934), Simvolizm, Moscow, Musaget, 1910, esp. “Magiya slov,” pp.
429-453; Vyacheslav Ivanov (1868-1949), Po zvezdam, St. Petersburg, Ory, 1909, and Borozdy 1
mezhi, Moscow, Musaget, 1916; Konstantin Bal'mont (1867-1943), Poeziya kak volshebstvo,
Moscow, Skorpion, 1915.
82. Juliusz Slowacki (1809-1849), Polish Romantic poet and dramatist. Professor Fiszman of
Indiana University provided the following information: The quotation is not strictly a translation;
it is rather a paraphrase of a sentence from Juliusz Slowacki’s Kaptularz (partly a diary but mostly
a notebook). The text in Polish reads as follows: “Po wielkiej liczbie dzis muzykow, kiedys wielka liczba
bgdzie harmomistykow poetycznych, prszgcych wiersze tylko dla dzwieku- az péyda wyzej . . ." (Juliusz
Slowacki, Dziela, ed. Juliana Krzyzanowski, vol. X, Wroclaw, Ossolineum, 1949, p. 550).
Raptularz as a whole was published from the autograph for the first time by Henryk
Biegeleisen under the title “Pamietnik Juliusza Slowackiego” in Biblioteka Dziel Wyborowych, 1901,

and for the second time, more accurately, in Juliusz Slowacki Dziela, ed. Bronislaw Gubrynowicz
and Wiktor Hahn, Vol. X, Lwéw, Ossolineum, 1909.




Chapters from an Artist’s
Autobiography*

KAZIMIR MALEVICH

translated by ALAN UPCHURCH

The circumstances in which my childhood was spent were the following:
my father worked at sugar-beet factories which are usually built out in the
sticks, far from any city, large or small. The sugar-beet plantations were large.
A lot of manpower, provided by peasants, mostly, was needed to run these
plantations.

Peasants, young and old, worked on these plantations almost all summer
and fall. As a future artist, I feasted my eyes upon the fields and the “colored”
workers who weeded or dug up the beetroot.

Platoons of girls in colorful clothes moved in rows across the whole field. It
was a war. The troops in colorful dresses struggled with weeds, liberating the<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>