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Osip Mandelstam:
“Centuries encircle me
with fire”

The great Russian poet Osip Mandelstam (1891-1938) led an unsettled life
full of tribulations, wandering and exile. After his Stalin epigram of 1933, the
dictator, who used to say that “vengeance is best when served cold,” never for-
gave the poet: Mandelstam was sent to Cherdyn’in Siberia. Afterwards, due
to the protection of Bukharin, then a powerful Communist party functionary
who was fond of Mandelstam’s poetry, the term was somewhat softened: Man-
delstam had to live in the provincial town of Voronezh, deprived of the right to
live in the capital and big cities. He was finally arrested again in 1937 and sent
to the so-called Vladivostok transition camp Vtoraya Rechka [Second River],
waiting to be transferred to the main Gulag Camp. The prisoners were trans-
ported by freight cars or box cars, and the way from Moscow to Vladivostok
took more than a month. When Mandelstam arrived, he was already emaci-
ated and sick. According to the witnesses, when Mandelstam was in a good
mood, he would read the poems of Baudelaire and Verlain in French, Dante
and Petrarch in Italian, and would also read Balmont’s, Briusov’s and his own
translations. However, in the camp, he developed a mania that someone would
poison him. He would grab a ration before they were officially distributed, for
which he was beaten up. When a doctor, a fellow prisoner, examined Mandel-
stam, he said that he would not last long, and it was a matter of several weeks
if not less when the poet would die. Osip Mandelstam perished on December
27,1938, and was buried there in a communal grave.'

Having gone through all the circles of earthly hell and purgatory, antici-
pating his own arrest and perhaps death, Mandelstam nevertheless claims that

1 Letopis’ zhizni i tvorchestva O. E. Mandel'stama, comp. A. G. Mets, S. V. Vasilenko,
L. M. Vidgof, D. I. Zubarev, E. L. Lubiannikova, P. Mitzner (St. Petersburg: n. p., 2019),
468-471. Hereafter, Letopis’.
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heaven is a “lifetime home,” thus creating his own form of paradiso terrestre
(“earthly paradise,” as Pound put it in Italian in The Cantos). In his later poem
of 1937, Mandelstam wrote:

I will say it in draft, in a whisper—

Since the time has not come yet:

The game of the instinctive heaven

Is attained through experience and sweat.

And beneath a temporal sky
Of purgatory we often forget
That this happy heaven’s depot

Is our expanding and lifetime homestead.

(1937; translation here and further is mine, if not noted otherwise)

Mandelstam does not see a contradiction between nature and eternity
and, unlike the great Irish poet William Butler Yeats, never dreams of depart-
ing from nature; he even feels inferior to it.

Ne u menia, ne u tebia—u nikh

Vsia sila okonchanii rodovykh.. ..

[It’s not I, not you—it’s they

Who have the entire strength of gender (ancestral) endings.*]

In his usual manner, Mandelstam simultaneously implies several mean-
ings in the word “rodovoi”: “ancestral,” “genus,” and “generic,” thus alluding
to being and procreation as well as to creativity. He then states that “porous
reeds are singing naturally in the wind, / and the snails of human lips [the
metaphor speaks for itself] / will gratefully absorb their breathing heaviness.”
Mandelstam urges one (addressing himself rather than his readers) “to en-
ter their cartilage— / and you will be the heir of their kingdoms. // And for
humans, for their living hearts / Wandering in their curves and twists, / You
will picture both their pleasures / And the pain that tortures them in time of
tides.”® On another occasion, he wrote: “Na podvizhnoi lestnitse Lamarka /

Interlinear translation is mine. For the literary translation see p. 247.

Here I give an interlinear translation; see also the translation of this poem of 1936 in the
Second Voronezh Notebook. Mandelstam uses the second person singular here in place of
the first person. The specific role of personal pronouns in the structure of the poetic text
was profoundly analyzed by Roman Iakobson, “Poeziia grammatiki i grammatika poezii,”
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Ia zaimu posledniuiu stupen”* [On Lamarck’s flexible scale / I will take the
lowest stair], alluding to Jean Baptiste Lamarck’s (1744-1829) theory of or-
ganic evolution, which Mandelstam openly admired both in his poetry and
in prose: “Lamarck feels the rifts between classes. He hears the pauses and
syncopes of the evolutionary line” Earlier, Mandelstam noted, “In Lamarck’s
reversed, descending movement down the ladder of living creatures resides
the greatness of Dante. The lower forms of organic existence are humanity’s
Inferno. “Inferno” is the key word. If memory, progress, the refined human
intellect do not matter, it is better to lose memory and perhaps humanity to
escape the horror of contemporary life:

If all living nature is but an error
Of a short nightmarish day,

I will take the lowest stair

On Lamark’s flexible scale.

Now the stanza acquires a different connotation due to the if-clause and the
epithet “nightmarish.” The poem seems to be about Lamarck’s theory of organic
evolution, but is really a sharp protest against the poet’s contemporary life:

He says that nature abounds in fractures,
There’s no vision—you see for the last time.

He says: “The resonance will cease,
You loved Mozart in vain:

A spider’s deafness will seize
You—this gap is beyond our gain”

Nadezhda Mandelstam wrote in her “Comments to the Poems of 1930-
1937” thatin “Lamarck” and in “Octaves” 8 and 9 there is “a horrible fall of hu-
man beings who forgot Mozart and denied everything (mind, vision, hearing)
in that kingdom of spider-like deafness.”® In the “nightmarish” Soviet life of

in Poetyca (Warsaw: Polska Akademia Nauk, Instytut Badan Literackich, and Pafistwowe
Wydawnictwo Naukove, 1961), 40S, 409; see also Iurii Lotman, “Zametki po poetike
Tiutcheva,” in O poetakh i poezii (St. Petersburg: Iskusstvo, 1996), 553-564.

4 Osip Mandel'shtam, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii i pisem, comp. and ed. A. G. Mets (Mos-
cow: Progress-Pleyada, 2010), 1:171.

S Osip Mandelstam, The Complete Critical Prose and Letters, ed. Jane Gary Harris, trans. J. G.
Harris and Constance Link (Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1979), 367 (hereafter CPL).

6 Nadezhda Mandel'shtam, Tret'ia kniga (Moscow: Agraf, 2006), 283 (translation is mine).
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that time, there was no need either for vision or hearing; therefore, there was
no need for art or music. Naturally, it is Mandelstam, not Lamarck, who bitter-
ly exclaims: “You loved Mozart in vain.” In contemporary life as Mandelstam
observed it, only primitive types could survive. There was no more need for
the “uninterrupted procession of generations,” as Przybylsky observed while
analyzing Mandelstam’s 1912 poem “Hagia Sophia.”” Reading “Lamarck,” one
might even suppose that there is no need for humanity at all. At the end of
“Lamarck,” written twenty years after “Hagia Sophia,” the poet makes gloomy
predictions:

Nature has turned away

Asif she didn’t need us anymore
And put our medulla, spinal cord,
In a dark sheath like a sword.

She was late or just forgot

To put down a drawbridge for those
Who have a green grave,

A lithe laughter and red breath.

Iwould not agree completely with the poet’s wife, however, that “The Oc-
taves” have the same connotations as “Lamarck.” In my view, in “The Octaves,”
the poet summons the strength and willpower to preserve cultural memory
and bridge its gaps and breaks, name the unnamed and thus overcome the
infernal state of oblivion:

A tiny appendage of the sixth sense
Or lizard’s parietal eye,

Monasteries of snails and shells,
And a hum of flickering cilia nearby.

Inaccessible—how close, but try to unfold—
One can neither see it, nor unbind,

As if anote from somebody you hold

And it should be immediately replied.

(“The Octaves” 4)

7 Ryszard Przybylski, An Essay on the Poetry of Osip Mandelstam: God's Grateful Guest
(Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1987), 109.
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