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Abstract

Religious, in particularly Christian imagery, was ubiquitous in Leningrad samizdat poetry of the
1970s. This essay addresses two main questions that are closely related: is the term «religious
verse» appropriate for this kind of poetry; how are we to define «religious» in this case? Sec-
ondly, what were the common denominators of religious verse in 1970s Leningrad.
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The Centrality of Literature

The Moscow poet and critic Ol’ga Sedakova, herself the author of many poems on bibli-
cal topics, identifies Iosif Brodskii’s 1962 poem “Rozhdestvenskii romans” (A Christmas
Ballad) as the beginning of the trend that subsequent researchers have dubbed «metaphy-
sical poetry» (Nesterov 75-97), «spiritual lyrics» (Krivulin, “Peterburgskaia spiritual’naia
lirika” 99-110) and «lLeningrad religious poetry» (Berg, “Neofitsial’naia”). Ultimately, the
Christian theme, subdued in the poem if not in the title, is of limited importance in “Ro-
zhdestvenskii romans”. Rather, Sedakova singles out this poem because it expresses the
indistinct longing of young intellectuals coming of ages in the Soviet 1960s as «Tocka
HeoObscHUMas» (inexplicable longing). Even more importantly, it presents a world that
was no longer mon-dimensional and flat, but multi-layered and permeable to inspiration,
an inherently immaterial, unquantifiable entity: «SIBlieHUE BIOXHOBEHHS  BOJIHYET
COBPEMEHHMKOB I'JTy0>K€ MHOIOr0o APYroro: Befjb 3TO 3HAK TOrO, YTO HALU MUP OTKPBIT
U NPOHMLAEM JI KAKOM-TO MHOM CWIIbI, 3TO INpPa3[AHUYHAs BECTH O KaKOH-TO MHOM
CMBICIIOBOII TTyOuHe npoucxopamero» (Sedakova, ““Muzyka glukhogo vremeni” 258).
Brodskii belongs to the generation that yearned to fill the spiritual vacuum left when So-
viet ideology began to disintegrate after Khrushchev’s admissions at the Twentieth Party
Congtress in 1956. The young intellectuals’ antidote to this vacuum was to immerse them-
selves in literature and culture. Mikhail Epshtein contends that literature was so central to
the worldview of the 1970s generation that they perceived the entire world around them
through the prism of literary culture (Epshtein, Postmodern v russkoi literature 128-38). To
some degree, this literature-centricity was a product of official policy. The power which
Soviet ideology afforded to the written word was evident everywhere, in the rote learning
of the classics at school and the many official programmes designed to foster new literary
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talent, as well as in the rigid censorship and prescriptive aesthetics of the official doctrine
of Socialist Realism.! For the poets of the Leningrad underground, literature became a
bridge to another dimension, a path that Viktor Krivulin would call «cyacTianBo

oOpeTeHHas BepTuKaib XusHu» (happily acquired vertical of life) (Okhota na mamonta 8).
A «vertical» conception of time, history, and aesthetics liberated the poets from the limita-
tions of the here and now and granted them access to people and periods that were closer
to them in outlook than the present, first of all the Silver Age (see below). In a characteri-
stic mixture of highflying pathos and self-deprecating irony Viktor Krivulin describes the
efforts of his fellow poets as «Onopy MILelb Tbl, Kak OYATO CTPOUILb I0M / U3 BO3[lyXa

1 apoMaTa / pacriiaBJIeHHOrO Mefia» (S7&hi 18).2 Naturally, such a ephemeral house is not
very stable, but its most important feature is the freedom «upwards», towards an unearthly

dimension: «<Ho kppia, ['ocrioau, mpo3payna u kpeinataly (18).3

Religious echoes in this and other poems should be regarded as the expression of a
concern that is primarily literary; yet at the same time they insist on a connection between
the poet and a force, or being, that is transcendent, ineffable and ungraspable. Literature
itself is thus imbued with religious properties. The model for the equation is provided by
the Silver Age, especially the early twentieth-century Russian religious philosophers, such
as Vladimir Solov’ev, Nikolai Berdiaev and Pavel Florenskii, who exerted colossal influen-
ce on the Symbolist poets.* Second-generation symbolists ascribed a dedicated religious
function to literature; Andrei Belyi even stated «CUMBOJIM3M YKasbIBa€T  BEXU
TBOPYECKOTO MEpeco3faHnst cedsd M Mupa |[..] MCKyCCTBO HE MMEET HHMKAKOIo

COOCTBEHHOIO CMBbICJIa, KPOME PpelIMruo3Horo» (223).° Many Silver Age poets, from
Akhmatova to Mandel’shtam to Maiakovskii, Tsvetaeva, the OBERIU poets and the late
Pasternak subsequently produced work permeated by religious pathos, often adapting
Christian motifs in ways that are flagrantly non-canonical and may seem transgressive.
Another Silver Age feature that was adopted and adapted by the 1970s poets was hiznet-
vorchestvo, the refusal to distinguish between art and life and the modelling of everyday be-
haviour on aesthetic criteria (cf. Paper and Grossman, Creating Life).

ZLhiznetvorchestvo added a sense of «spiritual adventure» (Krivulin, “Peterburgskaia spiri-
tual’naia lirika” 100) to a bohemian existence that was precarious in material as well as so-
cial terms. Tat’lana Goricheva specified how the unofficial poets invested their marginality

with metaphysical significance: «29T0 Obl1 HU3, HO HU3 He couuasbHbI. COLUAIBHOCTD

! Most unofficial poets had been attending the after-school poetry citcles and LITOs specifically set up
to encourage new literary talent during the 1960s. See, for example, Elena Pudovkina’s memoir on lite-
rary youth clubs and their teachers “Klub ‘Derzanie”. Official organisations, including the Writers’
Union, provided targeted programs for young poets; see the first part of Emily Lygo’s Leningrad Poetry
1853-1975: The Thaw Generation.

2 «You seck support, as if you were building a house / out of air and the fragrance / of molten honey
above a flowem.

3 «But the roof, my God, is transparent and winged!».

4 For the significance of religious philosophy for Symbolism see: P. Gaidenko, Vadinir Solov’ev i filosofiia
Serebrianogo veka. For accounts of how the religious philosophers were read in the 1970s underground
see, for example, Evgenii Pazukhin, Zerkalo siavy, especially page 21; Aleksandr Mironov, “Malaia Sado-
vaia. 1960-e. Beseda s Iuliei Valievoi”; Nikolai Nikolaev, “Pod znakom 64-go”.

5> «Symbolism points out the signposts of the creative re-creation of the self and of the wotld [...] art
has no meaning besides religious meaningy.
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HaC He HHTepecoBala. [..] DTO ObLT HU3 MeTaPU3NYECKUil, TO €CTh HU3, KOTOPbII
O/IHOBPEMEHHO PaCKpPbIBAET M3MEPEHUs ITyOuHbl U BbICOTBW (8).° This conception rai-
ses the unofficial poet, existing at the fringes of society, to the status of a Pushkininan
romantic hero with superior vision, a vision that includes a ‘connection’ with the divine.
He or she is the only living, dynamic force in a deserted (cultural) landscape; simultaneou-
sly elevated above and alienated from those around him. Krivulin uses a Dostoevskian
term to describe the unofficial poet: «HesnoBeKy NOANONbs, MO3EMKE IIyCTbIHHOMI
3eMin’, / TIpUJIaH roJI0C BbICOKMIA, TOYTH 3a TPAHULAMU CilyXax» (S#khi 54).7 At the same
time, the poets were aware of the anaemia of their cultural environment and their own
marginality, and once again Krivulin coined a memorable term, referring to his peers as
«[dletn nonyKyabTypbl» (children of half-culture) (44). In proclaiming «[lyX KyJnbTypbl
TMOJIIIONILHOM, KAaK PaHHEAnoCTOJLCKUI CBET / Ope3KUT B OKHax» (“P’iu vino arkhaiz-
mov” [I Drink the wine of Archaisms]; S#&h: 108).8

Fig. 1. Viktor Krivulin. Photo by Dmitrii Ivashintsev, used with the permission of Tatiana
Kovalkova.

6 «It was a low place, but not in the social sense. Social status was of no intetest to us. This was a low
place in the metaphysical sense, that is, a low place that simultaneously opened up the dimensions of
depth and height».

7 «The underground man, the blizzard of the desert earth / has the gift of a high voice, almost beyond
audibility».

8 «The spitit of underground culture, like the light of the eatly apostles / dawns in the windows».
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Krivulin boldly and irreverently equated the «culturological project of his
generation» (Ivanov 304) with the efforts of the early Christians whose persistence
ensured the spread of Christianity. Thus conceived, the persona of the marginal poet
is invested with religious, and specifically Christian, qualities. Most importantly, the
early Christians were martyrs, people so passionately committed to their faith that they
were prepared to die for it. Krivulin alludes to this willingness to suffer when he wri-
tes: «Tonbko CroBo / >Kenasi, He cllaBbl / He XKalleil 0 Xkele3ax TIopbMbly (“Ne ple-
niaisia” [Don’t Be Fascinated]; S#£&/7 98).” These lines infuse the unofficial poets’ ‘cul-
tural imperative’ — to forego the desire for ‘glory’, i.e. official publication and accept
marginalisation and potential persecution in exchange for the opportunity to write the
texts they consider worth writing — with Christian pathos. The use of the capital «S» in
Slovo (Word), indicates that the word here is more than just the literary, poetic word. It
is also Logos, the eternally creative divine Word which, according to John 1, became
flesh in the person of Jesus Christ.!” There is a distinct notion of word-worship in the
religious poems of Krivulin and several others, which presents problems if these
poems are read in a traditional theological frame. Krivulin remembers that Oleg
Okhapkin, whose circumstances were especially precarious, thought of himself as a
hermit monk: «OH caM cebsi 0OpeK Ha rosiof “pagu cyoBa” U, PUKCUPYST CBOE
COCTOSIHME B MOSTUYECKON (pOopMe, TOBOPUIT (DAKTUUYECKU O “TOJIOfIE CIIOBECHOM”, O
HEYTOJIMMOI NOTpeOHOCTU reponuecku noppaxarb bory-CnoBy» (“Peterburgskaia
spititual’naia lirika” 103-04).!" Okhapkin himself appatently wrote a poem called ‘Go-
lod” [Hunger’] on precisely this topic; however, the manuscript was lost when Okhap-
kin destroyed parts of his own archive in 1983. Alongside their status of marginal li-
ving outside official culture, poverty was thus another factor allowing the unofficial
poets to draw parallels between their own situation and that of the early Christians
who were willing to sacrifice everything for their faith.

The Remnants of the Christian Universe

All texts quoted so far assert that the writing of poetry is akin to religious practice. In wri-
ting these texts, the poets stepped out of the everyday and onto ‘holy ground” (see the
discussion of “Neopalimaia kupina” below). The recurrence of traditional Christian ima-
gery, and not at least the personal faith of some of the poets, indicate that this ‘holy
ground’ was suffused with the remnants of the Christian universe. It is equally clear that
at the end of the 20th century, this universe had developed large referential gaps, and that
furthermore the fragments preserved in poetry do not correspond to the dogma of any
one religion or confession. Sergei Stratanovskii describes them poignantly:

CreknoTapy cparoT, HeGoTapy
Ba6orapy BoCcTOpProB, Haiex/Ibl

? «Desire only the Word / rather than glory / do not regret the fetters of prisony.

10 For a study of the logocentricity of Russian modernist literature see Thomas Seifrid, The Word Made
Self: Russian Writings on Langnage, 1860-1930.

11 «(He condemned himself to hunger “for the sake of the word” and, recording his state in poetic form
he practically spoke about “verbal hunger”, about the insatiable need to emulate God-the-Word».
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Ba6orapy nro6Bu

C OTNEeYaTKaMHU CKOTCTBA U MbSIHCTBA
He6orapy 6e3 Heba, ¢ ocTaTkamu 6071 U sifia
Bororapy npoctpancTsa

¢ motBoit MrcycoBoii, ¢ Mycopom
C MeTadmzukoit 607w,

MeTahU3MKOI1 30pb M HaJIeXKIbL. (26)!2

The neologisms babotara and bogotara might seem opaque, but they are presented as ob-

vious analogues to steklotara — empty glass bottles and jars that can be returned to the
shop to redeem a deposit. The new terms likewise refer to empty shells the speaker has no
longer use for and/or that have been discarded, a dream of paradise disappointed, the
remnants of a belief system. And yet it is precisely the remnants of the belief system,
evident in the fish handed out by Jesus, that are at the basis of a metaphysics «of dawn
and hope». The poem testifies to the spiritual yearning described by both Brodskii and
Sedakova earlier and ends on a carefully positive note.

Fig. 2. Sergei Stratanovskij. Photo by Tatiana Gord, used with the permission of Tatiana
Kovalkova.

In a series of essays, published in the journal ["o/ga in 1993, Stratanovskii provides a
very robust analysis of the referential framework defining the remnants of the religious
and Christian universe in the poetry of his contemporaries (“Religioznye motivy v sovre-

12 (They return glass tare, heaven tatre / The woman tare of delight and hope / The woman tare of love
/ with traces of beastliness and drunkenness / Heaven tare without heaven, with remnants of pain and
poison / God tate of space / with roach given by Jesus, with rubbish / With metaphysical pain, / the
metaphysics of dawn and hope».
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mennoi russkoi poezii”).!* The series title is programmatic, identifying the topic of inve-
stigation as «religious motifs in poetry» rather than «religious poetry», expressing an ove-
rall sceptical attitude to the potential of religious poetry emerging from the underground.
Stratanovskii’s main thesis is that at the end of the 20™ century, the traditional idea of an
anthropomorphic God as Creator of the universe is defunct. For urban intellectuals, Stra-
tanovskii argued, a God described in concrete images has lost credibility; instead, the
yearning for God finds expression in a mystical spirituality, based on the individual’s parti-
cular expetience of God.'

Throughout the history of Christendom, mystics have tried to express in words that whi-
ch resists expression and is profoundly personal; examples include the Spiritual Canticle
of St John of the Cross (16th century), the Hymns of St Symeon the New Theologian
(11th century) and many others. We find examples of mystical poetry in the Bible, too,
especially the Gospel of St John. Mystical poetry acknowledges the disparity and never-
closing gap between language and that to which it refers; it can even be an exhortation to
silence. Stratanovskii cautions against reading the poetry of his contemporaries, with its
strong element of playfulness, as straightforward accounts of mystical experience (60),
and it such a reading requires a leap of faith. The ultimate conclusion whether a particular
poet deserves to be called a mystic is up to the individual reader. It is, however, worth ma-
king this leap of faith at least theoretically, because mysticism provides a key to some of
the most puzzling imagery to emerge from the Leningrad underground.

Poetry and Ecstasy

Elena Shvarts explores the brokenness of the world, bending down to find the ground
under her feet to be brittle. Her spiritual quest takes place in the wastelands of her native
city. Like Brodskii, Krivulin, and Stratanovskii, she prefers the industrial outskirts to the

grand facades of imperial Petersburg. These places are especially ‘permeable’ to forces
from beyond, and it is this permeability that makes them sites of religious revelation:

Tb1 T0OMOK, TOHOK, Tbl KpoluMIbCs (hapOpOBOIO YALLKOA, B Hell
IIpoceeuusaeT bor, HaBepHO. MHe 2TO Bce BUIHEN, BUAHEI.
OH ckopiymy TBOO 3eMHYIO TIPOKJIEBLIBAET Ha ITazax. (Shvarts, vol. T 135)13

Yet the outside force, which Shvarts calls «God», with a capital letter, is a threatening for-
ce, aiming to destroy the subject’s «earthly carapace», i.e. the boundary between the outsi-
de world and her inner being. At the same time the emphasis on permeability, an enduring
feature of literary depictions of Petersburg ever since Pushkin’s Bronze Horseman, con-
stitutes a conscious allusion to a long-standing tradition in Russian literature; Shvarts is

13 Poets discussed include Sedakova, Shvarts, Veniamin Blazhennykh, Pasternak, Brodskii, Bobyshev,
Oleg Okhapkin, Boris Likhtenfeld, Elena Pudovkina, Sergei Petrov, Viktor Mamonov, Nikolai Baitow.

14 Stratanovskii based his argument on the teaching of the 14th-century German mystic, Meister Ec-
khart, who observed that God ‘vanishes” when we try to lock him into an image (Stratanovskii, “Reli-
gloznye motivy v sovremennoi russkoi poezii. Stat’ia pervaia” 158).

15 «You are fragile and dainty, you crumble like a porcelain cup; God shines / through, probably. I see

this more and more cleatly. / He is pecking through your earthly carapace for all to see» (‘Kak eta ulitsa
sovetsia’ ["'What This Street is Called’]).
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thus staking her claim to inclusion in this tradition. Shvarts’s Petersburg is unabashedly

sinister, submerged as it is by an inherently violent Russia in the cycle Chernaia Paskha
[Black Eastert]:

Mps1 Bep — e Mbl? — B Poccenn,

I'ne ot 6071 YepHEIOT KYCThI

]

Ho pyxHyna gyxoBHast cTeHa —

Poccust xnbiHyna — fypHa, TeMHa, MbsHA.

I'ne x poauna? Y nonsna s BApyT:

Hasuo Poccuero 3aroruien [letepOypr. (Shvarts, vol. 1T 79-80)16

Ultimately this violence transcends all national boundaries, assuming metaphysical qua-
lities. The spiritual destitution is all-encompassing, rendering the home as well as the na-
tion hostile and uninhabitable. In this world, where «llepKOBb 6e3 KpecTOB / CTOUT, KaKk

cTebenb 6e3 1BeToBy» (Shvarts, vol. I 220-21),'7 God dwells only in that which is broken
and base. Moreover, this God is not almighty: as if conditioned by the surroundings in
which he appears, he does not offer comfort or salvation. Transformation and resurrec-
tion, the key goals of the Christian story, are patently unattainable. The final poem of the
Chernaia Paskha cycle ends on the ultimate triumph of death over life — the direct opposite
of what happens in the Christian story of Easter. The poet encounters Life and Death in
the guise of two old women but fails to tell one from the other. As a consequence, her
Easter is «black», the violence of Good Friday never transformed by the miracle of resur-
rection.

Fig. 3. Elena Shvarts. Author unknown. With thanks to Kyrill Kozyrev who gave me the
picture.

16 «Whete are we after all? In Russia / where the shrubs blacken with pain [...] But the spiritual wall has
collapsed/ And Russia gushed in, evil, dark and drunk./ Where is my motherland? And then I got it:/
Russia had flooded Petersburg long ago».

17 «A church without crosses / stands like a stalk without flowers» (“Lotsiia nochi” 5 [Sailing Directions
for the Night]).
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Several of Shvarts’s programmatic religious lyrics can be found in a cycle with the in-

triguing title Lestnitsa s dyriavymi ploshchadkami (Staircase with Hole-ridden Landings) — ano-
ther site that is, quite literally, exhibiting holes, its permeability visible to the naked eye. It
is here that the poet is experiencing various states of religious trance. She is dreaming to
be the one who, literally, spreads «the fabric of my hear under my saviour’s feem»!® or dan-
ces alongside (the prophet, psalmist and king) David in “Tantsuiushchii David” (Dancing
David):

Tanuytoumii [Jasua, u 51 ¢ ToOOrO BMeCTe!

[-]

TpeiuTe, BOJOCHI, 3BEHUTE, KOCTH!

MeHs B koctep st Bora menkoit GpochbTe.

[-]

O I'ocnopy, Mo3BoJIb

TBOM0O yTUIIUTB 60JIb.

LUlekouyuiasg kpoBb, XOX0uyliye KOCTH,

MeHs k npectony Boskwuto nog6pockTe. (Shvarts, vol. T 79-80)!17

The frantic dance illustrates the role of ecstasy as a medium for approaching the divi-
ne and the longing of the seeker to be one with the divine, the longing that drives all
mystics. Ecstasy, induced by dance, has been part of religious ceremonies from ancient
times (cf. shamanic ceremonies on all continents, the dervishes of Sufi Islam etc). The
ecstatic trance allows the subject to transcend his or her physical self. In her ecstasy,
the poet is capable of great, even shocking intimacy with the God she worships, mat-
ter-of-factly presuming to ask permission to soothe his «pain». We do not find out
whether the poet-mystic achieves her ultimate aim, union with the divine, and this is
natural, because such an experience cannot be related. As readers, we are left with the
disturbing image in which the poet’s physical self seems destroyed — dissolved into its
constituent elements until only blood and bones are left.?’ And yet it is this ecstasy
that enables the poet to create.

Viktor Krivulin speaks of a different kind of out-of-body experience. “Neopalimaia
kupina” (The Burning Bush) likens the artist to Christ and faith to art. A blind artist enga-
ges in a forty-day fast that evokes Christ’s 40 days in the wilderness: «Xym0XHUK Clen.
CopokaiHeBHbII nocT» (S#khi 110).2! While fasting, the artist as a vision of a burning
bush and the outlines of a church: «[lepeq [Xy0>KHMKOM| — HEOMaIMMbIN KYCT / U
o6pa3 xpama cBeTell, Kak Koctep / cpefp Oena fansi. Ho xpam moka 4to myct.?? The

18 In the poem “Tkan’ serdtsa rassteliu Spasitel’iu pod nogi” (I Spread the Fabric of My Heart Under
my Saviour’s Feet), “5 etazh — vverkh” (5th Floor — Upstairs) of the cycle Lestnitsa s dyriavymi ploshchad-
kami (Shvarts, vol. I 79).

19 «Dancing David, I am with you! / [...] Crackle, my hair and clatter, my bones! / Throw me, a chip, in
the fire for God. / O Lotd allow me / To soothe your pain. /Oh tickling blood, oh giggling bones /
Throw me up to the throne of the Lord».

20 Shvarts used the motif of dancing repeatedly, e.g. in “Nebesnyi balet” (Heavenly Ballet).

21 (The artist is blind. A forty-day fast».

22 (Before [the artist] thete is a burning bush / and the image of a church shone like a fire / in bright
daylight. But the church is still empty».
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words «still empty» point to a hopeful future in which the artist will fill the church «with
himself».?? “Neopalimaia kupina” is a complex poem about the function of words and art
as cultural memory. The «forty-day fast» becomes a potent symbol of the situation of the
unofficial poet who is languishing in a wilderness that is simultaneously cultural and spiri-
tual, summarised in the image of church as a crumbling ruin with peeling murals: «HO
BUJIMMBIIl CKBO3b MOJYTbMY/ OCTPOB — KYCOK LITYKAaTYypKU — OCTAaTOK OT pOCHUCei
xpama».>* Yet Krivulin is a master of irony; it is impossible to ascertain in which key to

read the poem: its potential to be read as a ‘serious’ religious vision is undercut by allu-
sions to drunkenness and the distinct possibility that the artist has woken up in the ruin
after a drinking bout and might be trying to set it alight (or is he mainly lighting a cigaret-
te?). At the same time it is precisely this intoxication that affords the poet (glimpses of) a
very important insight: art has spiritual importance, and the artist is stepping on sacred
ground. The church in question is not just a man-made church that can be ruined, but
«the burning bushy, the site of the encounter between Moses and God in the wilderness
(Exodus 3).

For the unofficial poets, the apostles of a new culture, drunkenness was a fact of daily
life and a frequent catalyst for inspiration. Krivulin writes:

KTo ckazan: kKaTakoMObI?

B nuBHBIE Gpefiem u anTeku!

U nopnonbHbIe cyan0bI

YepHbI, KaK nogseMuble peku. (“P’iu vino arkhaizmov’)

The poem in which these lines appear is called “P’iu vino arkhaizmov” (I Drink the Wine

of Archaisms),?® and the title alludes to a different kind of intoxication — the intoxication
with language and words. It is no coincidence that Krivulin singles out «archaisms» as the
substance on which to be drunk, as the aesthetic of the Leningrad poets was essentially
nostalgic, orientated towards Russia’s rich poetic tradition rather than linguistic innovation.
Archaisms enriched and rejuvenated poetic language in the 1970s; one can say that the
1970s poets cultivated a certain avant-gardism through archaism. The use of archaisms

was one way of substituting a ‘high’ register for the existing one, as the high register in
contemporary language was irredeemably tainted with Soviet associations. The cultivation
of «archaic» subject matter, such as classical literature and, specifically, Scripture, signified
the authot’s belonging to a ‘cultured” sphere that was distinct from Soviet ‘high’ culture.2®
At the same time, being «drunk on words» constituted yet another act of word-worship.
The religious visions of Aleksandr Mironov, a poet whose work exhibits strong absur-
dist elements, are frequently tied to another kind of ecstasy, namely sexual abandon. The
great religions, and Christianity with them, traditionally have been suspicious of this

23 In Russian «IMIiIb ObI HATIOIHUTH COOOKO MYCThIE 0O BEMbD.

24 But an island is visible / in the semi-darkness — a bit of plaster — a remainder of the church’s mu-
rals».

25 For an analysis of the intertextual relationship between “P’iu vino atkhaizmov” and the work of
Osip Mandel’shtam, one of the writers admired by the unofficial poets, see Walker, “The Spirit(s) of
the Leningrad Underground”.

26 The use of lexical and grammatical archaisms in unofficial poetry has been described in great detail
by Liudmila Zubova in Sovremennaia russkaia poeziia v kontekste istorii iagyka.
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strongest of human drives and regulated it tightly; examples we find in the theology of St
Paul or the sublimation of sexual love in the Song of Songs. The conflation of religious
and sexual ecstasy is thus a provocation to traditional religious sensitivity as well as to the
Soviet literary aesthetic that frowned upon the depiction of both religion and carnality.
“Plod pokoianiia — pokoi” (The Fruit of Repentance is Calm) begins with a traditional
patriarchal representation of the Fall: «Kak nmop >eHbl, cMepTenbHblil mop / Ilnop
6710HeTO fipeBa» (Izbrannoe 75).27 Through an ovetly simplistic reading of Genesis 1 fe-
male sexuality becomes equated with sin and death. According to the biblical tale, the
consumption of the ‘forbidden fruit’ from the tree of knowledge, which Eve fed to
Adam, led to the expulsion of the couple from Eden; this is the moment humankind be-
came mortal. Painters have depicted the fruit as an apple, and its consumption — Adam
giving in to Eve’s offering, her temptation — is traditionally associated with sex, perhaps
because it opened the eyes of Adam and Eve to their own nakedness. While the sexual
connotations attract our attention, more problematic from a theological point of view is
the identification, in this poem, of the vault of the sky with the vault of a grave, a sepul-
chre: «CBojt rpo60BOIl — HeGecHslil cBofi / TTokoit 3emmn u upeBar.?® The poet seems to
be suggesting that death is indeed the end, that «heaven» does not offer resurrection and
redemption. The next stanza confirms this: «Ho kak 3a6bITh ycTa B pato / W cinaBHoe
OecuecTbe / IBYX Tel y cMepTH Ha Kpato».?’ The poet explicitly identifies the eating of
the fruit, in the reference to «mouthy, which preceded the expulsion from Paradise (cf. the
reference to «deathy) with sex, while using the word «shame», a pejorative term with heavy
moral baggage, in order to describe the union of two bodies. Yet the adjective defining
shame is «glotious», and the stanza implicitly invites us to see sex as a paradisiacal.®® This
ambivalent attitude towards sexual ecstasy, wavering between sin and religious insight, is
characteristic of Mironowv.

27 «Like the fruit of woman, the poisonous fruit / Fruit of the apple tree / [...] The lightest calm is scat-
tered / like ashes into the unknowny.

28 «The vault of the sepulchre / the vault of the sky / The peace of earth and wombn.

2 «But how can I forget your lips in paradise/ and the glorious shame/ of two bodies on the verge of
deathn.

3 This identification of sexual ecstasy and teligious, even sacramental expetience, albeit without the
tarnish of shame, echoes Valerii Briusov’s 1903 poem “V Damask” (To Damascus): «['yObl mMon
npubmkatorcst / K tBouM ry6am, / TanHcTBa cHoBa cBepiuatorcsi, / VI mup kak xpam. // Mbl, Kak
cBslleHHoCIykuTeny, TBopum o6psiay (My lips are approaching / Your lips, / The sacraments are
celebrated again, / And the wotld is a temple. // We, like ptiest, catry out the titual) (Sobranie sochinenti,
vol I 311).
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Fig. 4. Aleksandr Mironov. Photo by Aleksandr Andreevskikh. Used with the permission of
the author. With thanks to Kyrill Kozyrev.

“Ustav vnimat’ slovam kak svodniam” (Having Grown Tired of Heeding Words As
Procuresses) is a dream of a sexual encounter, unequivocal in its attempt to present sexua-
lity as a means of conveying religious meaning. We encounter «lips» that drink in «the
wine of lovey; the claim that the sexual encounter was «a light in the darkness of the
Lotd» duting which «two people were conjoined by God’s grace» (Izbrannoe 40).%! Simulta-
neously, this is a poem about words, from the title to the assertion that «OHa Oblia
6JaroyxaHHa OT CJIOB JIOBUMBIX Ha JieTy».>> However, it also introduces us to Mironov’s
negative concept of language as something that resists decoding and understanding — the
title line in full reads «Ycra BHMMaThb cJIOBaM Kak CBOAHsSIM / S mepecran ux
HNOHMMATh»,>> and at the centre of the poem we find an abyss, a yawning absence of
words: «/ HET HU CJIOB HU HE[JOMOJIBOK / JIMIlIb CBET B ThbME U HEMOTax.>*

Mikhail Berg has argued that crossing boundaries in relation to religious imagery can
liberate their true meaning from under the sediments of time and routine practice (Lero-
kratiia 167). Berg’s argument is a development of Mikhail Epshtein’s attempt at concep-
tualising the religious aspects of postmodern Russian literature, especially his in places
very loose definition of the apparently meaningless or aggressively non-figurative ‘anti-art’
of the avant-garde as a form of holy-foolishness that cleanses the original meaning of

31 «Mmue cumiicst cBeT Bo ThMe ['ocnopnert: / [IBonx cBsizana BiarogaTey.
32 «She was fragrant from words caught in flight.
¥ «Having grown tired of heeding words as procuresses / I stopped understanding themy.

3 (There ate neither words not failures to mention things / Only light in the darkness and wordles-
sness».
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faith.’> While it is debatable whether Mironov’s poetry truly belongs in this category, it is
undeniable that he methodically denies the existence of any fixed meaning that can be
communicated by words: «Y>b KOJb HE Tbl, KTO HaM ITIOMOXET / 4YepTUTb 4YHUCIIO
He6bituss [...] / W cmblcn mocneguuii  ynpasgHuTb» (“Pishi, moi genii, serdtsu
moemu” [Write, My Genius, to my Heart|; Izbrannoe 53).%° If we accept this position, Mi-
ronov’s art turns into something that has the power to show us another reality — a reality
in which the laws of referentiality and logic do not hold, and which can thus only be defi-
ned by what it is not, in an analogy to apophatic theology. The ‘religious’ poetry Mironov
created does not any longer hint at something behind the material world in positive terms.
This is consonant with Stratanovskii’s insight, mentioned above, that faith in a conceptual-
ly graspable God is defunct. And yet religious imagery recurs with predictable regularity in
Mironov’s poetry, habitually signposting a religious context.

Poets as Holy Fools?

The ecstasy that connects the vision of Krivulin, Shvarts, and Mironov is a common fea-
ture of religious visions — an experience that takes the subject beyond their own body and
the usual confines of time and space. A biblical example of an ecstatic experience is the
conversion of Saul on the road to Damascus in Acts 9. The ecstasy of the Leningrad
poet, which Stratanovskii, talking about Elena Shvarts, describes as sacrilegious to a tradi-
tional Christian consciousness (“Religioznye motivy v sovremennoi russkoi poezii. Stat’ia
pervaia”, S#ikhi 60), is that of the outsider primarily focused on challenging what is con-
ventional and acceptable. Its inherent ambivalence and the suspension of ordinary social
rules are features of carnival. Mironov is conscious of this, remarking that the ‘paradox
of time’ consisted in the «IPUCYTCTBUE KapHABAIBLHOIO MOMEHTA, HECMOTPSI Ha TAry K
OPTOJOKCAILHOCTH, K LEPKBHU, K MCTHHE» (“Malaia Sadovaia” 34).57 Their transgressive,
ecstatic spirituality places the samizdat poets in the tradition of the Holy Fool, who thus
becomes another prototype allowing them to interpret their path as a form of literary and
spiritual excellence.® The Holy Fool has been a staple figure in Russian religious literature
since the Middle Ages, usually featuring as a saint, in keeping with the biblical tradition
that the message of the Spirit sounds foolish to the world (1 Corinthians 1:18-23 and 1
Corinthians 2:14). Subsequently, the meaning of the term was extended and the Holy Fool
found entry into secular texts as an outsider who is permitted to challenge hierarchies or

3 Epshtein’s discussion first and foremost concerns conceptualism and sots-art in the visual arts, but
his observations, especially with regard to the power of negation, can also be applied to Mironov:
«MckyccTBO BajjaeT B yOOKECTBO, YTOOBI MPUYACTUTECS yyacTH BoxkecTBa, IPOATH BClef 32 HUM
MyThb M030pa ¥ OCMesHUA [...| Penurrosnoe mpuxoguT crofa He Kak Ledb CaMOYTBEPXKIEHUsS, a KaK
MOMEHT CaMOOTpHLaHus» (Art sinks into squalor in order to make one’s communion with the fate of
the Godhead, to follow him on the path of shame and derision. [...] Here, the religious impulse appears
not as the objective to assert oneself, but as a moment of self-abnegation) (“Iskusstvo avangarda” 223).

3% (If not you, then who will help us / draw the number of Heavens... / and abolish the last bit of

meaningy.

37 «The presence of the carnivalesque moment regardless of the pull of orthodoxy, the church, the
truthy.

3 Marco Sabbatini has read the Leningrad underground in the key of «holy foolishness», establishing
the genesis of the literary archetype as a distinctive form of inner emigration (Sabbatini, “The Pathos
of Holy Foolishness in the Leningrad Underground”).
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highlight society’s corrupting structures precisely because society does not recognise him
as its own.”? In this context, madness becomes a precious sign indicating that the mad-
man/woman has been granted some higher form of inspiration. Elena Shvarts shows her
awareness of this tradition when she claims it as central to poetic creation:

[T0331s1 HAYMHANACH C CBSILLIEHHOTO Oe3yMMsl... Kak OHa ObIBajia XOPOILIa, KOT/ia HbIPsiIa B
Mope Ge3yMusi M BBbIHBIPHBANA B CBET pa3yMa C KEMUYXKMHOW HEPa3yMHOH MBICIH B
XUIHKNX 3y6ax! (Shvarts, vol. IIT 270)4

Crucially, the archetype of the Holy Fool inspired the literary predecessors of the Lenin-
grad poets, i.e. the Silver Age writers and thinkers in whose work the enduring triangle
connecting literary creativity, ecstatic self-forgetfulness and the religious dimension first
took shape. Vladislav Khodasevich likened the artist to the Holy Fool and construed art as
an inherently ecstatic activity that enables the artist to approach the divine through losing
herself.*! Viacheslav Ivanov, in his analysis of Dionysian worship, speaks of
«CBSILEHH[bII] XMeJ[b] ¥ opruitH[oe] camo3adBeHu[e]» (V. Ivanov 43).42 A Silver Age sta-
tement that is particularly relevant to Elena Shvart’s “Tantsuiushchii David”, discussed
above, is Maksimilian Voloshin’s insistence that ecstatic dance is akin to prayer.* The
poet-heroine’s dance fulfils the function of «BBIHOCUTL 3a MpeAeNbl  Teja
BOCIIPMAMYMBOCTD OLLYILLEHUI (take the receptiveness of sensation beyond the limits of
the body) (Briusov, “Ko vsem, kto pishet” 67).** The creative act thus becomes a medium
throwing the artist open to the influence of a different dimension. The impulse linking
sexuality and religious pursuits was provided by the Russian religious philosophers (cf.
Matich). For the proponents of «New Religious Consciousness», a term coined by Nikolai
Berdiaev, sexuality played an important role; Berdiaev construed it as capable of not mere-
ly uniting two individuals, but also unifying society (“O novom religioznom soznanii”).*
For the symbolist poet and theorist Dmitrii Merezhkovskii, the main concern was the
creation of a «New Church». This «Religion of the Third Testament» would restore man-
kind to its fullness, reconciling the explicit physicality of the Old Testament and pagan
antiquity with the ascetic spirit of the New Testament.*® Essentially, all these writers were
following Vladimir Solov’ev’s teaching about male and female as the mortal fragments of

3 A study that looks at the roots of the tradition and also includes secular literature and culture is S.A.
Ivanov, Blazhennye pokbaby: kulturnaia istoriia inrodstva; see also Per-Arne Bodin, Langnage, Canonization and
Holy Foolishness: Studies in Postsoviet Russian Culture and the Orthodox Tradition.

40 Poetry began as holy madness [...] how gorgeous poetry was when it dived into the sea of madness
and came back up to the light of reason, in its predators’ teeth the peatl of an unreasonable thought».

4 IIpupona TBopuecTBa 3kcTaTUuHa» (Khodasevich 389).
42 In a state of ‘otglastic self-forgetfulness».

43 «TaHen — TaKoil ke CBAILEHHOI 9KCTa3 TeJja, KaK MOJIMTBA — 9KCTa3 Aywm» (Dance is sacred ecstasy
of the body in the same way as prayer is sacred ecstasy of the soul) (Voloshin 397).

4 For a discussion of the role of ecstasy for Silver Age poets see A. Zhitenev, Poeziia neomodernizma, 20-
26, 30-31.

4 Berdiaev produced a numbert of essays on this topic, in particular ‘Metafizika pola i liubvi’, (1907).

46 For detailed information see the entries on Merezhkovskii in: V. Bychkov, Russkaia teurgicheskaia esteti-
ka and P. Gaidenko, Viadimir Solov'ev i filosofiia Serebrianogo veka. For a more theologically orientated ac-
count see: A. MenY’, Russkata religioznaia filosofiia. 1ektsir.
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a primal «whole» being, elaborated in Swzys/ /inbvi (The Meaning of Love; 1892-93). The
same thinkers also provided the link between literary/artistic practice and religion, picked
up by so many of the Silver Age poets. Solov’ev entrusted art with the task of transfor-
ming creaturely life into spiritual life,*’ while Berdiaev identified artistic genius with sancti-
ty.*® While on a deep level the parallels between Leningrad poetry and the Silver Age thin-
kers are limited (to give just one example, the «New Religious Consciousness» was inten-
ded to introduce reforms into the relations between church and society, while the samiz-
dat poets neither wrote tracts nor pursued similar endeavours), the confluences are evi-
dent. Given the immersion of the Leningrad poets in Silver Age culture we can see it as a
given that, at least on a subconscious level, the Silver Age provided the model for the
triangle ecstasy-religion-literature.

Orthodox Poets and the Underground

The poets discussed above were all involved in a religious quest in their personal lives and
involved with Orthodoxy to different degrees: Krivulin was reportedly baptised and had a
spiritual father (Severiukhin et al. 229), Mironov entertained close relationships with the
Tanchik brothers, and it is possible that he was baptised within this circle (Savitskii 26),
Shvarts, of Jewish origin became Orthodox shortly before her death,* Stratanovskii re-
mains agnostic but his engagement with religious and biblical themes is consistent.>’ Some
poets with a stricter orientation towards Orthodoxy struggled to harmonise their faith and
their bohemian existence. Boris Kuprianov, active in samizdat poetry throughout the
1970s, eventually became an Orthodox priest in 1990 and abandoned literature complete-
ly, observing an incompatibility between the two spheres.® Oleg Okhapkin, whose Ot-
thodox upbringing set him apart from his neophyte peers, chose a different path. His
poems draw vitality from the tension between demands of Orthodox dogma and the spi-
rit of experiment that reigned in the underground.®® Some subdued erotic poems and his
own experience with alcohol notwithstanding, transgressive ecstasy is largely absent from

47 dIpeBpartieHre (hPU3MIECKO XHU3HU B yXOBHYIO, T.€. B TAKYIO, KOTOpasi, BO-IEPBbIX, IMEET Cama B
cebe cBoe cioBo 1 OTKpOBEHME, CTOCOOHA HEMOCPE/ICTBEHHO BhIpaXKaThCsl BOBHE» (Solov’ev, “Obsh-
chii smysl iskusstva”).

48 «(eHMAaJIbHOCTh €CTh UHOW PEJIUTMO3HBII MyTh, PABHOLEHHBI U PABHOJIOCTOMHbIN IyTH CBSITOCTH.
TBOpYECTBO reHus eCcTb He “MUPCKoe”, a “MyxoBHOe” fienanue» (Genius is a different religious path,
equal in worth to the path of holiness. The creativity of the genius is not ‘secular’ but ‘religious’ work)
(Berdiaev 392).

4 Pavel Kriuchkov in his obituary called “Blizhe angel’skaia rech” (The Speech of Angels is Closer)
stipulates that Shvarts had asked for baptism in the late 1990s, unbeknownst to many of her friends.

50 The volume Smokovnitsa (The Fig Tree) brings together the religious poettry Stratanovskii wrote over
four decades.
51 Some of Kuprianov’s thoughts on the compatibility of poetty, the bohemian lifestyle, and church life

can be found on “Slovo, opalénnoe duchom”.

52 Several friends of Okhapkin report that in fact he found it difficult «coBMecTUTb CBONO
BHYTPEHHIOI, OUeHb OYPHYIO >KHU3Hb MO3TUYECKYO, CBOM BHYTPEHHHE LEHHOCTH C OOBEKTUBHO
JaHHbIMU LEHHOCTAMM XpucThaHcTa. Ho OH mbITancs sTo fenatb» (to combine his very impetuous

inner life of a poet, his inner values, with the objectively given values of Christianity) (Ar’ev, “Tol’ko
stikhi. Pamiati Olega Okhapkina”).
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his writing. However, we find the familiar «drunkenness on words» and tendency towards
worshipping the word itself. The poet’s vocation becomes his personal cross (and poetry,
in some sense, the Christ he follows): «Bce 310, 3HaTh, CyibObl MOl BeleHbe / U
TSKECTh KPbUI, U THET y>KacHbIl, opiuit. // Y ecim aT0 — Kpecr, ero npuemitox» (“Slo-
vo” [The Word]; Okhapkin 147).> In a seties of poems on Job (“Ispytanie Iova” [The
Trial of Job], “Tiazhelye krylia” [Heavy Wings|, “Doroga Iova” [The Path of Job]), the
Old Testament’s test of faith morphs into a writet’s crisis of confidence.

Okhapkin wrote a large number of poems on biblical subjects in which he does not
significantly digress from the original message. His mystical experience, however, is con-
veyed in a series of meditations about nature in which the protagonist experiences a fee-

ling of unity, often conditional upon silence.>* Okhapkin’s ‘silence mysticism’ has a literary
model, the tradition of Fedor Tiutchev and Osip Mandel’shtam:

O, ecnu © TPELLHbI MO SI3bIK

M3 nopbs36I9HON THILMHBI
N3BNEK Obl UCTUHY HA MM,

To B Heil 3Byuas Obl CTOH CTPYHBL.

JIvb 3Ta My3bIKa Mpasa.

OHa MOJTYaHWIO CPOJTHU.
(“Legko mne gospodi molchat” [It Is Easy For Me, Lord, To Keep Silent]; Okhapkin 29)33

Fig. 5. Oleg Okhapkin. Photo by Tatiana Kovalkova. Used with permission of the author.

3 «All this my fate dictates / the heaviness of wings, and the horrible, aquiline yoke. // And if this is
the cross I will accept it».

5% For example in “Kakoe schastie slushat’ mir, Pesn’ia o poberezhe’e”, “Tost”, “Molchanie dreva”, “S
vechera do trekh popolunochi”.

% «Oh, if only my sinful tongue / could elicit a moment of truth / from the silence underneath the
tongue / it would carry the string’s moan. // This music alone is true./It is akin to silence».
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Silence is conceived as the ground of poetry, and it loses its truth value once it is verbali-
sed.>® But Okhapkin’s understanding of silence goes deeper and has a distinct religious
angle to it; silence is not only «higher than words», but also the state in which the human

being can reach out to God: «Csblile cj10B 1 cnaB — Tuiib, Momuanue, bor» (“Tost” [A

Toast]; Okhapkin 46)." In this sense, Okhapkin’s silence poems are paradoxical — they are
not «silent poems», but «poems about silence», and very eloquent poems at that. Unlike in
the work of Mironov, where silence, or wordlessness, indicates a complete breakdown of
language and referential frameworks, Okhapkin’s writing expressed the traditional predi-
cament besetting anyone who wants to exalt silence: poetry, as a form of expression based
on language, can address silence only through the medium of words, i.e. in a symbolic
way. The poet and the mystic thus share the same predicament. The mystic’s experience
cannot be described or defined, only alluded to. Thus he or she needs to find images as
well as the «openness of meaningy that invite the reader into the experience without being
prescriptive. Ol'ga Sedakova defines this openness of meaning as a prerequisite for poetic
creativity and her reason for rejecting the label «religious poet»: «Ha3BaTb ce0st
“peNUruo3HbIM” WM “TIPABOCJIABHBIM~ IIO3TOM 3HAYMIO Obl pydaTbed |[...] 3a
COOTBETCTBUE COOCTBEHHBIX COUMHEHMI1 JOKTPUHE. |...] [10331s 1151 MeHsl HeMbICIUMaA

6e3 OTKPBLITOCTH cMbIcTa» (Sedakova, “Interv’iu s V. Polukhinoi (1989)” 249).8 The exal-
tation of silence, ecstatic «madness» and allegorical transformation of biblical imagery are
all examples of this openness of meaning.

Conclusion

In his overview of religious imagery in the thought of his contemporaries, Stratanovskii
boldly affirms: «Eciin €CTh [TMYHOCTMHOE OTHOLIEHUE K Bory, MTMYHOCTHOE OTHOLIEHUE
K CaswenHomy Ilucanuro] To MO3T HaifeT $A3bIK, HA KOTOPOM €My HAJJIEKUT
pasrosapuBath ¢ borom» (Stratanovskii, “Religioznye motivy v sovremennoi russkoi poe-
zil. Stat’ia chetvertaia” 156).%? The conclusion that doctrinally speaking, the poetry of the
foremost representatives of the Leningrad underground cannot be called «religiousy, let
alone «Christian», misses the point. Its irreverence and occasional outspoken blasphemy
notwithstanding, this poetry testifies to a consciousness that is not content with the limits
of the material world; it is expression of a deep longing, the longing that is the basis of
any religious impulse. The samizdat poets employed an ironically undercut image of the
Romantic poet-prophet who uses literature to tell of a personal insight. This model is re-
levant, because it emphasises the centrality of the text for the poet’s endeavour: the site

5 The idea of silence as a primeval state from which poetry atises points to the concept Osip Mandel-
shtam developed in “Silentium” (1910). Mandelshtam’s “Silentium” is in dialogue with Tiutchev’s epo-
nymous poem from 1830, in which the latter stipulates his famous maxime that «MbIC/Ib U3peUeHHas
€CTb JIOXKb» (a thought once uttered is a lie). Okhapkin’s desire for his tongue «to elicit a moment of
truthy» appears to rephrase precisely this line.

57 «Above all wotds and gloties are Silence, wordlessness, God.

8 «To call myself a “religious” or “orthodox” poet would mean to vouch [...] for my work’s corre-
spondence to doctrine. [...] Poetry without an open meaning is unthinkable to me».

3 «Where there is [a personal relation to God, a personal relation to Holy Scripture] the poet will find
the language in which it is appropriate for him to speak to God».
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where his or her quest takes place is the literary text, the poem, and this means that in the
final equation, poetry is more important than the quest to which it testifies. Stanislav Savi-
tskii has spoken about the «religious-artistic mythology» (PeJMIMO3HO-XYI0XKECTBEHHAS
mudonorus) of unofficial Leningrad culture (Savitskii 29). Savitskii is right to hyphenate
the adjectives «religious» and «artistic» here, as the religious elements were conditional
upon the artistic ones, in other words, art became a religious activity and vice versa. The
samizdat poets were seekers rather than prophets with a clear message to tell. Their mes-
sage, heavily signposted with Christian symbols, is simple — the surface of the world re-
mains permeable, and literature, or art, might be one of the ways — or perhaps the only
way — to be in communion with that which is not quite from this world.
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