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Preface

public, and college or university libraries. TCLC has covered more than 1000 authors, representing over 60 nationali-

ties and nearly 50,000 titles. No other reference source has surveyed the critical response to twentieth-century authors
and literature as thoroughly as TCLC. In the words of one reviewer, “there is nothing comparable available.” TCLC “is a
gold mine of information—dates, pseudonyms, biographical information, and criticism from books and periodicals—which
many librarians would have difficulty assembling on their own.”

S ince its inception Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism (TCLC) has been purchased and used by some 10,000 school,

Scope of the Series

TCLC is designed to serve as an introduction to authors who died between 1900 and 1999 and to the most significant inter-
pretations of these author’s works. Volumes published from 1978 through 1999 included authors who died between 1900
and 1960. The great poets, novelists, short story writers, playwrights, and philosophers of the period are frequently studied
in high school and college literature courses. In organizing and reprinting the vast amount of critical material written on
these authors, TCLC helps students develop valuable insight into literary history, promotes a better understanding of the
texts, and sparks ideas for papers and assignments. Each entry in TCLC presents a comprehensive survey on an author’s
career or an individual work of literature and provides the user with a multiplicity of interpretations and assessments. Such
variety allows students to pursue their own interests; furthermore, it fosters an awareness that literature is dynamic and re-
sponsive to many different opinions.

Every fourth volume of TCLC is devoted to literary topics. These topics widen the focus of the series from the individual
authors to such broader subjects as literary movements, prominent themes in twentieth-century literature, literary reaction
to political and historical events, significant eras in literary history, prominent literary anniversaries, and the literatures of
cultures that are often overlooked by English-speaking readers.

TCLC is designed as a companion series to Gale’s Contemporary Literary Criticism, (CLC) which reprints commentary on
authors who died after 1999. Because of the different time periods under consideration, there is no duplication of material
between CLC and TCLC.

Organization of the Book

A TCLC entry consists of the following elements:

®  The Author Heading cites the name under which the author most commonly wrote, followed by birth and death
dates. Also located here are any name variations under which an author wrote, including transliterated forms for
authors whose native languages use nonroman alphabets. If the author wrote consistently under a pseudonym, the
pseudonym is listed in the author heading and the author’s actual name is given in parenthesis on the first line of
the biographical and critical information. Uncertain birth or death dates are indicated by question marks. Single-
work entries are preceded by a heading that consists of the most common form of the title in English translation (if
applicable) and the name of its author.

B The Introduction contains background information that introduces the reader to the author, work, or topic that is
the subject of the entry.

® The list of Principal Works is ordered chronologically by date of first publication and lists the most important
works by the author. The genre and publication date of each work is given. In the case of foreign authors whose

vii



works have been translated into English, the English-language version of the title follows in brackets. Unless oth-
erwise indicated, dramas are dated by first performance, not first publication. Lists of Representative Works by
different authors appear with topic entries.

B Reprinted Criticism is arranged chronologically in each entry to provide a useful perspective on changes in critical
evaluation over time. The critic’s name and the date of composition or publication of the critical work are given at
the beginning of each piece of criticism. Unsigned criticism is preceded by the title of the source in which it origi-
nally appeared. All titles by the author featured in the text are printed in boldface type. Footnotes are reprinted at
the end of each essay or excerpt. In the case of excerpted criticism, only those footnotes that pertain to the ex-
cerpted texts are included. Criticism in topic entries is arranged chronologically under a variety of subheadings to
facilitate the study of different aspects of the topic.

® A complete Bibliographical Citation of the original essay or book precedes each piece of criticism. Source cita-
tions in the Literary Criticism Series follow University of Chicago Press style, as outlined in The Chicago Manual
of Style, 15th ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003).

®  (Critical essays are prefaced by brief Annotations explicating each piece.

B An annotated bibliography of Further Reading appears at the end of each entry and suggests resources for addi-
tional study. In some cases, significant essays for which the editors could not obtain reprint rights are included
here. Boxed material following the further reading list provides references to other biographical and critical sources
on the author in series published by Gale.

Indexes

A Cumulative Author Index lists all of the authors that appear in a wide variety of reference sources published by Gale,
including TCLC. A complete list of these sources is found facing the first page of the Author Index. The index also includes
birth and death dates and cross references between pseudonyms and actual names.

A Cumulative Topic Index lists the literary themes and topics treated in TCLC as well as other Literature Criticism series.

A Cumulative Nationality Index lists all authors featured in TCLC by nationality, followed by the numbers of the TCLC
volumes in which their entries appear.

An alphabetical Title Index accompanies each volume of TCLC. Listings of titles by authors covered in the given volume
are followed by the author’s name and the corresponding page numbers where the titles are discussed. English translations
of foreign titles and variations of titles are cross-referenced to the title under which a work was originally published. Titles
of novels, dramas, nonfiction books, and poetry, short story, or essay collections are printed in italics, while individual po-
ems, short stories, and essays are printed in roman type within quotation marks.

In response to numerous suggestions from librarians, Gale also produces a paperbound edition of the TCLC cumulative title
index. This annual cumulation, which alphabetically lists all titles reviewed in the series, is available to all customers. Ad-
ditional copies of this index are available upon request. Librarians and patrons will welcome this separate index; it saves
shelf space, is easy to use, and is recyclable upon receipt of the next edition.

Citing Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism

When citing criticism reprinted in the Literary Criticism Series, students should provide complete bibliographic information
so that the cited essay can be located in the original print or electronic source. Students who quote directly from reprinted
criticism may use any accepted bibliographic format, such as University of Chicago Press style or Modern Language Asso-
ciation (MLA) style. Both the MLA and the University of Chicago formats are acceptable and recognized as being the cur-
rent standards for citations. It is important, however, to choose one format for all citations; do not mix the two formats
within a list of citations.
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The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a bibliography set forth in The Chicago Manual of Style, 15th
ed. (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, (2003); the first example pertains to material drawn from periodicals, the-
second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88, no. 2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Lit-
erary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau, 356-65. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” In The Ca-
nadian Short Story: Interpretations, edited by Reginald M. Nischik, pp. 163-74. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007.
Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Vol. 206, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau,
227-32. Detroit: Gale, 2008.

The examples below follow recommendations for preparing a works cited list set forth in the MLA Handbook for Writers of
Research Papers, 5th ed. (New York: The Modern Language Association of America, 1999); the first example pertains to
material drawn from periodicals, the second to material reprinted from books:

Cardone, Resha. “Reappearing Acts: Effigies and the Resurrection of Chilean Collective Memory in Marco Antonio de la
Parra’s La tierra insomne o La puta madre.” Hispania 88.2 (May 2005): 284-93. Reprinted in Twentieth-Century Literary
Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008. 356-65.

Kuester, Martin. “Myth and Postmodernist Turn in Canadian Short Fiction: Sheila Watson, ‘Antigone’ (1959).” The Cana-
dian Short Story: Interpretations. Ed. Reginald M. Nischik. Rochester, N.Y.: Camden House, 2007. 163-74. Reprinted in
Twentieth-Century Literary Criticism. Ed. Thomas J. Schoenberg and Lawrence J. Trudeau. Vol. 206. Detroit: Gale, 2008.
227-32

Suggestions are Welcome

Readers who wish to suggest new features, topics, or authors to appear in future volumes, or who have other suggestions or
comments are cordially invited to call, write, or fax the Associate Product Manager:

Associate Product Manager, Literary Criticism Series
Gale
27500 Drake Road
Farmington Hills, MI 48331-3535
1-800-347-4253 (GALE)
Fax: 248-699-8054
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Joseph Brodsky
1940-1996

(Born losif Alexandrovich Brodsky; also transliterated
as Brodskii) Russian-born American poet and essayist.

The following entry provides an overview of Brodsky’s
life and works. For additional information on his career,
see CLC, Volumes 4, 6, 13, 36, and 100.

INTRODUCTION

Joseph Brodsky is considered one of the most gifted
Russian poets of the twentieth century. Exiled from
what was then the Soviet Union in the early 1970s,
Brodsky became a United States citizen in 1977 and
produced volumes of poetry in both Russian and En-
glish. He also published several collections of essays
written in English, most notably Less Than One (1986)
and On Grief and Reason (1995). Brodsky is generally
recognized as a direct successor of such modernist Rus-
sian poets as Marina Tsvetaeva, Osip Mandelstam, Anna
Akhmatova, and Boris Pasternak. In much of his poetry
he integrated references to Greek mythology and Judeo-
Christian theology, adhering to a disciplined aesthetic
form of complex metrical rhythms and rhyme, rather
than adopting modern formal trends. Often elegiac in
tone and structure, his poems address themes related to
alienation, exile, death, and grief. Throughout his life
Brodsky upheld the ideal of free poetic expression, re-
gardless of the social and political pressures that he
faced, and he challenged aesthetic, political, and philo-
sophical conventions in both his prose and poetry. As a
result he is credited with creating original work that ad-
vanced Russian- and English-language poetics. Mohit
K. Ray has argued that Brodsky’s experience of exile
“increased his poetic potentialities” and “structured his
vision,” concluding that Brodsky “has absorbed various
influences and has assimilated them into his poetic be-
ing. A master craftsman he has discovered his own
idiom and identity.” In a tribute to Brodsky after his
death, Polish poet Czeslaw Milosz proclaimed, “[Brod-
sky] was a poet of culture, and thanks to that he could
write in harmony with the deepest current of his cen-
tury in which mankind, threatened with extinction, dis-
covered its past as an unending labyrinth.”

BIOGRAPHICAL INFORMATION

Brodsky was born on May 24, 1940, in Leningrad, the
only son of Jewish parents, Mariia Moiseevna Vol pert
and Aleksandr Ivanovich Brodsky. Throughout Brod-

sky’s childhood his family lived under financial strain,
particularly after his father was dismissed from the So-
viet Navy in 1950, in accordance with a ruling that for-
bade Jews from holding high ranking positions in the
military. Brodsky was a voracious reader and left school
at the age of fifteen, in protest over the inferior Soviet
education he was receiving, to study independently. He
also worked several jobs between 1956 and 1962 to
help alleviate his family’s financial situation. During
the late 1950s Brodsky began reading poetry and felt
called to write his own poems. Although the first poems
of his literary career were largely apolitical, they never-
theless attracted negative attention from Soviet authori-
ties, who arrested the poet three times in the early
1960s. During this time he discovered the English poet
John Donne and taught himself English, as well as Pol-
ish, so that he could begin translating Donne, and Pol-
ish poet Czeslaw Milosz, into Russian.

In February of 1964 Brodsky was arrested for the third
time, and in a closed trial was charged with “social
parasitism,” a law that was intended to punish citizens
who refused to find gainful employment. He was sent
to a psychiatric hospital for three weeks before his sec-
ond trial, which was held in March. During this trial
Brodsky was defended by respected members of the
Leningrad Writers’ Union, as well as several Lenin
Prize laureates, speaking at the behest of Russian poet
Anna Akhmatova. Nevertheless Brodsky was sentenced
to serve five years of hard labor on a state farm in the
far north of Russia. Transcripts of the trial circulated
and were eventually published throughout Europe,
bringing Brodsky instant international fame. Subse-
quently, a collection of his works, Stikhotvoreniia i po-
emy, was published in New York in 1965. Brodsky con-
tinued to study English and write during his exile. He
was released after serving less than two years of his
sentence, partially as a result of international pressure
from prominent persons in the Soviet Union, Europe,
and North America. Brodsky returned to Leningrad af-
ter his release and continued to write, although mount-
ing political tensions prevented him from publishing
several book-length collections.

In 1972 Soviet officials forced him to leave the country.
He traveled to Austria, where he met his friend Carl
Proffer, who introduced him to the Anglo-American
poet W. H. Auden. Proffer also invited Brodsky to serve
as poet-in-residence at the University of Michigan, in
Ann Arbor, Michigan. Brodsky settled in Ann Arbor for
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nine years, and later also taught literature and creative
writing at Mount Holyoke College, in Massachusetts.
His Selected Poems was published in 1973, which in-
cluded a preface written by Auden. In 1977 Brodsky
published Chast’ rechi: Stikhotvoreniia, 1972-1976,
which reflected his feelings of alienation and loneliness
following his exile from the Soviet Union. The poem
“Elegy: For Robert Lowell,” included in the collection,
was one of Brodsky’s first poems written in English.
Increasingly Brodsky assumed authorial control over
the English versions of his work, including Uraniia:
Novaia kniga stikhov (1987; To Urania: Selected Po-
ems, 1965-1985), and even produced some of the trans-
lations himself. He also published several works of
prose in English, including Less Than One, Watermark
(1992), and On Grief and Reason. So Forth, a collec-
tion of poems written in English, was published in 1996.
Brodsky’s health declined while he was living in the
United States, and after a heart attack in 1976 he under-
went several heart-bypass operations. On January 28,
1996, Brodsky died of massive heart failure in his apart-
ment in New York City; he was later buried in Venice,
Italy.

MAJOR WORKS

In the 1960s Brodsky began experimenting with modes
of language and poetic form, which proved founda-
tional in his development as a poet. During this time he
composed his first poemy, or long narrative poem, in-
spired by the verse of Marina Ivanovna Tsvetaeva. In
this longer poetic form, Brodsky was able to experi-
ment with rhythm, meter, and various linguistic regis-
ters. Early works of this type include “Bol’shaia elegiia
Dzhonu Donnu” (1965; “Elegy to John Donne”) and
“Isaak i Avraam” (1965; “Isaac and Abraham”). While
serving his prison term in the mid-1960s Brodsky com-
posed several important poems, many of which are col-
lected in Ostanovka v pustyne (1970), which translates
as “A Halt in the Desert.” This volume consists of a
number of poemy, as well as over seventy lyric poems,
including “Pis’mo v butylke” (“A Letter in a Bottle”),
“Einem Alten Architekten in Rom,” and “Novye stansy
k Avguste” (“New Stanzas to Augusta™). The poems of
this period reflect Brodsky’s broadening worldview and
intellectualism, as well as his growing interest in the
work of Western poets, such as T. S. Eliot, and W. H.
Auden. Increasingly in these verses he incorporated
spiritual and metaphysical elements and further devel-
oped a wry, ironic voice, which he employed through-
out his literary career. In 1965 Brodsky composed an-
other elegy, “Stikhi na smert’ T. S. Eliota,” translated as
“Verses on the Death of T. S. Eliot,” which depicts
Eliot leaving the world and “latching his door with a
chain of years.” Brodsky portrays poetry as an orphan
in the poem, left bereft after Eliot’s death.

In the years following his exile from the former Soviet
Union, Brodsky produced several new volumes of po-
etry, which were translated from Russian into English.
One of the best known of these collections, A Part of
Speech (1980), consists of thirty-six poems that address
the poet’s life before exile, as well as his feelings of
loneliness and isolation after leaving Russia. Other po-
ems in the collection reflect Brodsky’s experience of
American culture. Formally, the volume is characterized
by a fragmented and chaotic syntactical style, in which
meaning is pared down, in some cases, to its most el-
emental linguistic level. For some critics, this tech-
nique, in which language is reduced to an essential
state, heightens intensity of meaning in the poems.

The poems of To Urania rely less on syntactical frag-
mentation but examine similar themes to those ex-
pressed in A Part of Speech. The first poem in the vol-
ume, “May 24, 1980,” which marks the poet’s birthday,
evokes Brodsky’s banishment from his native country
and offers insight into his intense feeling of loneliness,
as evidenced in the line, “Those who forgot me would
make a city.” The seasons and the Russian landscape
are recalled in “To Urania,” “Eclogue IV: Winter,” and
“Eclogue V: Summer.” As some commentators have
noted, themes of death and isolation are treated through-
out the collection. Poet Derek Walcott has asserted that
“Brodsky’s poems are seamed with a sense of mortality.
Time frays the flesh, unstitches veins, but no soul steps
out of the body’s crumpled, abandoned garment, trem-
bling with lightness and transparency like a butterfly.”
Brodsky produced a number of the English translations
in To Urania, which, for some critics, detracted from
the strength of the collection. Others, however, found
increased unity and cohesion in the work as a result of
Brodsky’s involvement in the translation. Walcott has
argued that “To Urania is more of a whole, and it is
this that enriches not only its native literature but that
of the country in which a demonstrably great poet, an
almost sublime intelligence, moves us and moves
among us in the guise of another citizen.”

Although he is best known for his poetry, Brodsky pro-
duced several works of prose that have earned the re-
spect of popular and critical audiences. In the essays of
Less Than One, Brodsky explores his childhood and the
influence of his parents, and contemplates the Russian
poetic tradition, as well as the cultural influence of his
native city, Leningrad. The essays “Less Than One” and
“In a Room and a Half,” which frame the collection,
contrast Brodsky’s reminiscences of his parents and
early childhood growing up in a small apartment in So-
viet Leningrad with brief reflections on his life in exile.
In these essays the poet depicts his younger self as iso-
lated, diminished, and insecure. In other essays in the
collection Brodsky discusses memory and his aesthetic
ideals, and he provides commentary on Russian culture
and literature.
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In the essays that comprise On Grief and Reason Brod-
sky focuses his attention on the concerns of Western art
and culture. Several of the essays consider the work of
American and European literary figures, including Rob-
ert Frost, Rainer Maria Rilke, and Thomas Hardy. In
other essays Brodsky comments on his experience of
American society while living in exile. Watermark of-
fers a book-length portrait of the Italian city of Venice,
to which Brodsky made regular pilgrimages throughout
his life. He describes Venice as “a Penelope of a city,
weaving her patterns by day and undoing them by night,
with no Ulysses in sight. Only the sea.” According to
some critics, this work represents more than a medita-
tion on Venice, offering insight into questions of iden-
tity and heritage as well. Sanna Turoma has observed
that “by the time he was writing Watermark in 1989,
Brodsky had been granted the leading Western institu-
tionalized literary acknowledgement and no longer as-
sociated himself with marginal identities but, rather,
with the bulk of canonical Western writers, artists and
cultural figures as well as Russians of Western orienta-
tion, whose names he drops in anecdotal fashion
throughout the text. Finally, by writing Watermark in
English, Brodsky signaled his surmounting of the West/
Russia/East triptych, fully identifying with the ‘West’
and shedding the ‘East.’”

CRITICAL RECEPTION

Brodsky’s poetry came to the attention of audiences in
Europe and North America during the 1960s, following
the release of transcripts from the author’s arrest and
trial in the Soviet Union, and his subsequent conviction.
During this time many critics and several respected
writers declared that he was an unusually gifted writer,
as well as an important and original emergent voice in
Russian poetics. In his foreword to Brodsky’s Selected
Poems Auden described Brodsky as “a poet of the first
order, a man of whom his country should be proud.” In
early reviews of his work commentators often empha-
sized his craftsmanship, especially his proficiency with
rhyme and meter, and his command of various poetic
modes. Not every critic, however, regarded Brodsky as
the most influential poet of his generation, and some
suggested that early praise for his talent was shaped
more by the West’s sympathy for his political persecu-
tion than by an honest appraisal of his work. Regard-
less, Brodsky earned many honors during the last de-
cades of the twentieth century. In addition to winning
the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1987, he was awarded
France’s Order of the Legion of Honor in 1991, and
that same year became the poet laureate of the United
States.

Brodsky’s work, particularly his English-language po-
etry, has continued to elicit a divided response from
critics in recent years. While some have argued that

Brodsky’s English poems equal the Russian poems in
their brilliance and formal technique, others have
claimed that they lack the linguistic precision and ironic
articulation of their Russian counterparts. Some schol-
ars have also perceived sexist elements and patriarchal
attitudes in Brodsky’s work, while others have reacted
negatively to the poet’s stance on modernist poetics, in-
cluding his aversion to free verse. In general, however,
critics have acknowledged Brodsky’s mastery of nu-
merous verse forms and lauded his commitment to po-
etic expression, as well as his wide-ranging knowledge
of Western traditions of poetry. G. S. Smith has stated
that Brodsky earned acclaim “with a flow of poems
which, from the beginning, marked him out as an ex-
ceptional talent,” adding, “Here was a poet who, even
as a young man, negotiated on familiar terms with the
great shades of the past, and particularly with shades
who had previously been unknown or ignored in Rus-
sia: John Donne, T. S. Eliot, W. H. Auden. Here was a
poised, sophisticated but also, on occasion, vulgar au-
thorial persona who was nevertheless obviously capable
of profound emotion, even passion, haunted by an
awareness of the damaged dignity of human life.”

PRINCIPAL WORKS

Stikhotvoreniia i poemy (poetry) 1965

Ausgewahlte Gedichte (poetry) 1966

Collines et autres poemes (poetry) 1966

Elegy to John Donne and Other Poems (poetry) 1967

Velka elegie (poetry) 1968

Ostanovka v pustyne (poetry) 1970

Poems by Joseph Brodsky (poetry) 1972

Selected Poems (poetry) 1973

Chast’ rechi: Stikhotvoreniia, 1972-1976 (poetry) 1977

Konets prekrasnoi epokhi: Stikhotvoreniia, 1964-1971
(poetry) 1977

V Anglii (poetry) 1977

A Part of Speech (poetry) 1980

Verses on the Winter Campaign 1980 (poetry) 1981

Rimskie elegii (poetry) 1982

Novye stansy k Avguste: Stikhi k M. B., 1962-1982
(poetry) 1983

Less Than One (essays) 1986

Mramor [Marbles] (play) 1986

Uraniia: Novaia kniga stikhov [To Urania: Selected Po-
ems, 1965-1985] (poetry) 1987

Demokratiia! [Democracy!] (play) 1990

Discovery (poetry) 1991

Rozhdestvenskie stikhi [Nativity Poems] (poetry) 1992;
revised edition, 1996

Watermark (essay) 1992

Sochineniia. 4 vols. (poetry) 1992-1995

On Grief and Reason (essays) 1995
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So Forth (poetry) 1996
Gorbunov i Gorchakov (poem) 1999
Collected Poems in English, 1972-1999 (poetry) 2000

CRITICISM

Olga Carlisle (essay date 1968)

SOURCE: Carlisle, Olga. “Joseph Brodsky (1940-).” In
Poets on Street Corners: Portraits of Fifteen Russian
Poets, pp. 397-401. New York: Random House, 1968.

[In the following essay, Carlisle describes Brodsky as a
“young poet of brilliance and originality,” whose “in-
tensely personal” poems, which reflect his preoccupa-
tion with death and a somber worldview, are “as good
as anything written in the sixties in Russia.”]

To walk out of love on a bright sunny day with no re-
tum!

To hear the rustling of grass in the alleys which lead
away,

In the warm cloud of the day, in the darkening
evening, sleepily

To listen to the barking of dogs from under the square
nests of sod.

Joseph Brodsky*

The west is acquainted with the name of Joseph Brod-
sky because of his well-known trial. In March, 1964,
the Soviet police authorities made this young poet’s
plight into a cause célébre by convicting him in a civil
court in Leningrad on charges of vagrancy. He was a
“social parasite” with no other occupation than the writ-
ing and freelance translating of poetry! Brodsky was
sent to a kolkhoz (a collective farm) near Archangel,
where, among other tasks, he shoveled manure.

The whole affair was an attempt on the part of a group
of reactionary Leningrad writers to intimidate their
independent-minded colleagues—those who have given
up any thought of being published now in order to be
able to write exactly as they choose. The case was pub-
licized abroad thanks to a Communist, a courageous
member of the Leningrad Writers’ Union, Frieda Vig-
dorova. She attended the trial and, outraged at the in-
sulting, arbitrary manner in which it was conducted,
took down in shorthand a record of the proceedings.
This verbatim record was subsequently published in the
Western press, shocking public opinion deeply.

An outburst of indignation followed this attempt to dis-
credit one part of the Soviet literary intelligentsia. At
about the same time Brodsky’s works were smuggled

out of Russia. By then Brodsky was well known in the
West; his poems were brought out at once by an émigré
publishing house. It turned out that the “social parasite”
was a young poet of brilliance and originality. And he
was not actively anti-Soviet; like many of his Russian
contemporaries—he is twenty-seven years old—Brod-
sky is essentially apolitical.

Brodsky is a Jew, and was born and brought up in Len-
ingrad in the Soviet equivalent of a middle-class family.
He is said to have left school at the age of fifteen, dedi-
cating himself to the writing of poetry and to translating
from the English and Polish languages. He was Akhma-
tova’s favorite young poet. His trial was a blow to her,
as it was to others. For the first time since the early
thirties, protests were heard from Soviet intellectuals.
This, combined with a flood of petitions from abroad,
led to Brodsky’s release in the winter of 1966, and he
was allowed to return to Leningrad shortly before Akh-
matova’s death.

One cannot tell yet if Brodsky will become a major
poet, as Akhmatova predicted. In his work, as in Vozne-
sensky’s, there is sometimes a tendency towards wordi-
ness; a hollowness may be felt occasionally underneath
the rhetoric. Perhaps what is absent is the nineteenth-
century humanism, which had its last representatives in
Pasternak and Akhmatova. Compared with them, many
young Soviet writers have a certain simple-mindedness
common to youths of many countries today. Like the
hippies of America, they attempt to answer the world’s
problems through a return to immediate perceptions.
But in the case of Brodsky, one feels that his interest in
traditional literary and religious concepts has enriched
his work and will continue to help him grow. (This can
also be said of Akhmadulina, and for the same reasons,
but Brodsky is less self-conscious and more profound a
poet than she.)

Brodsky’s poems are intensely personal. Most of them
are about death—a private death. When they deal with
life, his vision is somber. They echo Mandelstam’s late
poems, but on the whole Brodsky’s literary ancestors
are not easy to trace. Edward Arlington Robinson and
Robert Frost are favorites of his, and at present he is
engaged in translating John Donne into Russian. More
than any other young Soviet poet today, he is under the
influence of English classics and of contemporary
American writers. But his perceptions are purely Rus-
sian:

We are no harder of hearing,

we have not aged, we say

the same words, our coats are no brighter,
the same women do not care for us,

We still toy with the seasons

in the amphitheaters of solitude,

the same lanterns flare on our heads
like exclamation marks of night.
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We live on the past as though it were the present,
present unlike the future, again we stay awake
all night, we forget those who sleep,

we repeat the same labors.

Humor, watch over the joyful young

in the nocturnal rounds of light

and shadow, make them great for the glory and shame,
and good for the vanity of age.

—Adapted by W. S. Merwin

Not long ago while in Moscow I heard Brodsky’s voice
on tape, reading his “The Great Elegy for John
Donne.” The voice was extremely youthful and fren-
zied with anguish. The poet was reciting the elegy’s de-
tailed catalogue of household objects in a breathless,
rhetorical manner, in the tradition of the poets of the
Revolutionary generation. His passion gave life to each
thing enumerated, and this somehow made the very
long poem seem short. There was a touch of Surrealism
to this work-—a new, Soviet kind of Surrealism—in the
intrusion of everyday detail into the poem. However,
Brodsky’s Surrealism takes on a more metaphysical di-
mension in some of his short poems. These are as good
as anything written in the sixties in Russia. (Incidentally,
we are unable to date them exactly. They were made
available to Western readers in 1965 without indication
as to when they were written or how they were ob-
tained. We may assume that they are the works of a
poet in his early twenties.)

Note

1. Brodsky’s patronymic is not known to me.

Joseph Brodsky and Anne-Marie Brumm (interview
date 1973-74)

SOURCE: Brodsky, Joseph, and Anne-Marie Brumm.
“The Muse in Exile: Conversations with the Russian
Poet, Joseph Brodsky.” Mosaic 8, no. 1 (fall 1974):
229-46.

[In the following interview with Brumm, begun in 1973
and completed in 1974, Brodsky shares his thoughts on
such topics as the function of art, his approach to writ-
ing poetry, influences on his work, and his response to
classical and modern poetry.]

[Brumm]: What do you see as being the function of the
artist?

[Brodsky]: The role of the artist—and his duty—Well,
if this can be said for poetry, for literature—is to write
well, that’s all.

What then would you say are the main concerns of your
poetry?

Once I made this statement and maybe it’s correct. I
think that the role of writer and of artist is to show to
the people the real vision of the scale of things. For in-
stance, I think that a good writer shows you life as
some long chain and a good writer can indicate very
correctly the number of your link in this chain. Or at
least he has to move you to create such a possibility for
yourself, for recognizing your own link in this chain.
That is what I mean.

How old were you when you first started writing po-
etry?

I don’t remember. I was 17-18, I guess. But it wasn’t
serious. I started to write seriously, well, at least I think
seriously, when I was 23, 22-23.

Could you tell me how your poetry has developed or
changed from the time when you first started writing
until now?

The only thing which I can tell about it is that (pause)
in the beginning 1 was well, as all the people in the be-
ginning, I was very emotional and so on. But right now,
(pause) I have more tabooes, more vetoes than permis-
sions. I make more vetoes for myself writing something
than I permit myself. I think if I can talk about any de-
velopment, my writing becomes a bit more hard, a bit
more sober, maybe not a bit more—more sober, more
dry—less emotional, just more deaf in some sense.

Could you explain that more fully?

I can, I guess. When I was young, younger I mean.
When I started, my poetry was—well, my poetry—my
verses were very “sounding.” I used a great amount of
instrumentation. There were a number of sounds. It was
just phonetically very beautiful, well, I think it was.
(laugh). But right now, the sound is a bit more imper-
sonal. It sounds like (pause) less exciting, I guess.

Would you say that your poems tend to be rather sad
and ultimately pessimistic, as for example, “Christmas
Romance”?

No, that’s wrong. It’s not pessimistic and I don’t think
this is a good definition for poetry, pessimistic or opti-
mistic.

OK. It must be painful for you to write about your past
experiences.

No, no, and as a matter of fact, I think my verses are
rather retrospective than introspective. I mean I'd rather
remember when I write. The hero of the poems I write
rather remembers things than predicts them.



