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The Morning of Acmeism

I

Given the emotional intensity associated with works of art, it is desirable for discussions of art to be distinguished by the greatest restraint. For the vast majority, a work of art is indeed attractive because the artist’s world-view illuminates it. At the same time, the artist’s style is merely a tool, a means to an end, like the hammer in the hands of a workman, while the only real object in sight is the work itself. 

The artist’s proudest aim is to exist. He desires no other paradise than ‘being’, and when others speak of ‘reality’ he only smiles, wryly, knowing the infinitely more convincing reality of art. The mathematician carrying out a complex mathematical operation fills us with a degree of awe. But all too often we lose sight of the fact that the poet raises that complexity to the tenth power, and that a work humble in appearance often deceives us as to the enormously condensed reality that it possesses.

The reality of poetry is the word ‘in itself’. In expounding my thought as accurately as possible, but not necessarily in poetic form, I speak essentially in signs not words.  For example, the deaf, the mute, can understand one another perfectly, while railway signals perform their complex functions without resorting to the aid of words. Thus, if meaning is its true content, everything else regarding the word is merely a mechanical appendage that only hinders the rapid transmission of thought. The word ‘in itself’ was engendered slowly. Gradually, one by one, all the elements of the word have been subsumed under the concept of ‘form’, while the conscious meaning alone, the Logos, continues to be arbitrarily, and erroneously, considered ‘content’. The Logos only loses by being granted this unnecessary honour. The Logos requires to be considered in the same way as other elements of the word. The Futurists thoughtlessly ignored this, and in essence repeated the gross mistakes of their predecessors. 

For the Acmeists, the Logos, the conscious meaning of the word is as beautiful a ‘form’ as its music is for the Symbolists.

If, among the Futurists, the word ‘in itself’ is still crawling on all fours, with the advent of Acmeism it assumes, for the first time, a more dignified and vertical position, and enters the Stone Age of its existence. 

II


The blade of Acmeism is neither a dagger, nor the sting of decadence. Acmeism is for those who, possessed by the constructive spirit, do not renounce their heaviness, in a cowardly manner, but accept it joyfully in order to awaken and employ the architecturally dormant forces within it. The architect says ‘I build, therefore I am right’. The consciousness of being right is most dear to us in poetry. While contemptuously dismissing the Futurists’ game of spillikins, they for whom there is no greater pleasure than to hook a difficult word with a knitting needle, we introduce the Gothic into the relationship between words, just as Bach approved it in music. 


Who but a madman agrees to build if he fails to believe in the reality of the material whose resistance he must overcome? A cobblestone in the hands of an architect turns to substance, and he for whom the sound of a chisel breaking stone is not a metaphysical proof, was not born to build. Solovyov experienced a unique prophetic terror before grey Finnish boulders. The mute eloquence of a granite block stirred him, as if under an evil spell. But Tyutchev’s stone that ‘had rolled from the mountain, to lie in the valley, broken away of itself, or consciously thrown from the hand’; there is the word. Matter’s voice, in that unexpected fall, is like the sound of articulate speech. Its challenge can only be answered by architecture. The Acmeist reverently lifts Tyutchev’s mysterious stone, and plants it at the base of his building. The stone yearned, as it were, for a different existence. It discovered the potentially dynamic ability hidden within it – as it if asked to be part of the cross-vaulting, so as to participate in that joyful interaction with its own kind. 

III

The Symbolists were not good stay-at-homes. They loved to travel, and felt ill and uncomfortable in the cage of the organism, and equally in that world-cage Kant built with the help of his ‘Categories’. In order to build successfully, the first requirement is genuine piety towards three-dimensional space – to see it not as a burden or an accident, but as a God-given palace. Indeed, what should one of say of the ungrateful guest who lives at the owner’s expense, enjoys his hospitality, and yet despises him in his heart, and only thinks of how to outwit him? To build is only possible in the name of ‘the three dimensions’ since they are the pre-condition for any architecture. That’s why an architect has to be a stay-at-home, and why the Symbolists were poor architects. To build means to struggle with emptiness, to hypnotise space.

IV

The uniqueness of a person, that which makes them an individual, is, by us, implied and included in the far more significant concept of the organism. We Acmeists share a love for the body and its organisation with the brilliantly physiological Middle Ages. In its pursuit of sophistication, the Nineteenth Century lost the secret of true complexity. That which, in the Thirteenth Century, seemed a natural development of their concept of the organism, the Gothic cathedral, is now regarded as aesthetically monstrous: Notre Dame is a celebration of physiology, in its Dionysian revelry. We no longer wish to entertain ourselves by wandering among its ‘forest of symbols’ because we possess a denser, virgin forest – spiritual physiology, the infinite complexity of our own dark organism.


The Middle Ages, defining the specific gravity of a person in its own way, felt them, and gave them recognition amongst others, regardless of their rank. The title of master was applied willingly and without hesitation, while the humblest craftsman, the lowest clerk, possessed the secret of solid importance, pious dignity, so characteristic of that era. Yes; Europe has passed through a labyrinthine, finely-latticed culture, where abstract being, an unadorned personal existence, was valued as a feat. Hence the aristocratic intimacy, binding the people together, so alien in spirit to the ‘equality and fraternity’ of the Great Revolution. There is neither equality nor rivalry, only a complicity of beings in a conspiracy against emptiness and non-existence.


Love the existence of a thing, more than the thing itself, and your own being more than your own self; that is Acmeism’s highest commandment. 

V

X=X, what a beautiful theme for poetry. Symbolism, languishing, failed to discover the law of identity that Acmeism takes for its slogan, offering it in place of Symbolism’s dubious ‘a realibus ad realiora’ (Ivanov’s ‘from reality to a greater reality’). The ability to be surprised is the main virtue of a poet. How then can one not be surprised by that most fruitful of laws, the law of identity? Whoever is imbued with an astonished reverence before this law, is undoubtedly a poet.  In recognising the sovereignty of the law of identity, poetry receives a lifelong entitlement to all that exists without condition or restriction. Logic is a realm of surprises. To think logically is to be endlessly surprised. We love the logical proofs of music. For us, logical connection is not a song in the street, but a symphony with choir and organ, so inspired and so challenging that the conductor has to exert all his skill to keep the performers in hand.  


How persuasive Bach’s music is! What powers of proof! Proof after proof to the end: to take anything on trust is unworthy of an artist; facile and boring…


We cannot fly, we can only climb the towers we build for ourselves. 

VI

The artists of the Middle Ages are dear to us, because they possessed, to a high degree, the sense of boundary and separation. They never confused different planes, and so treated the otherworld with great restraint. Their noble mixture of rationality and mysticism, and their sense of the world as a living equilibrium allows us to relate to their era, and draw strengths from the Romanesque that arose on their soil, around the year 1200. 


Let us prove our case in such a way that the whole chain of cause and effect from alpha to omega shudders in response to us. 

Written 1912 or 1913, First published 1919

The Word and Culture

The blades of grass growing in the streets of St. Petersburg are the first shoots of a virgin forest which will clothe the sites of modern cities. This bright, tender greenery, amazing in its freshness, belongs to a new, spiritualized nature. Truly, St. Petersburg is the most advanced city in the world. It is not the metropolis, not the skyscraper, that measures the pace of modernity – not speed, but the cheerful grass that breaks out from beneath the city stones.

Our blood, our music, our state – all this will find its continuation in the gentle existence of a new nature, Psyche-Nature. In this realm of the spirit, devoid of humankind, every tree will be a dryad and every phenomenon will speak of its own metamorphosis.
Halt it? Why? Who shall halt the sun as it races, harnessed to a sparrow, to its father’s house, filled with a thirst for a return? Wouldn’t it be better to praise it, than beg it for handouts?
‘He understood nothing

He was weak and timid, like children,

Strangers, for him,

Caught beasts and fish in their nets...’ 

(Pushkin, ‘The Gypsies’)

Thank you, ‘strangers’, for your touching care, for your tender guardianship of the old world, which is no longer of ‘this world’, that has all been subsumed in aspiration and preparation for the coming metamorphosis:
‘Cum subit illius tristissima noctis imago,

Quae mihi supremum tempus in urbe fuit,

Cum repeto noctem, que tot mihi cara reliquit,

Labitur ех oculis nunc quoque gutta meis.’

‘When the saddest memory comes to mind,

of that night, my last hour in the city,

when I recall that night when I left so much

so dear to me, even now tears fall from my eyes.’

(Ovid, Tristia I.3. lines1-4)
Yes, the old world is ‘not of this world’, but is more alive than ever. Culture has become our religion. A religious separation has arisen between culture and the state. Secular life no longer concerns us, we do not have dinner, but a meal, not a room, but a cell, not clothes, but a habit. Finally, we have found inner freedom, real inner joy. We drink water in clay jugs as if it were wine, and the sun prefers the monastery eating-hall to a restaurant. Apples, bread, potatoes – from now on, satisfy not only our physical, but also our spiritual hunger. A Christian, and now every cultured person is akin to a Christian, does not know only physical hunger, only spiritual food. For him, the word is flesh and plain bread is a joy and a mystery.
Social differences and class oppositions pale before the division of people into friends and enemies of the word. Truly lambs and goats. I sense an almost physically impure goatish spirit rising from the enemies of the word. Here, the argument that ends any serious disagreement is quite appropriate: my opponent ‘has a rank smell’.
The separation of culture from the state is the most significant event of our Revolution. The process of secularization of the state did not end with the separation of church and state, as understood by the French Revolution. Social upheaval brought a deeper secularization. The state now shows that peculiar attitude to culture best conveyed by the term ‘toleration’. Yet at the same time, a new type of organic relationship is emerging, linking the state and culture, just as by ‘appanage’ princes in the past were associated with monasteries. The princes held monasteries on behalf of the Council of State. That says it all. The extraordinariness of the state in relation to cultural values makes it completely dependent on culture. Cultural values colour statehood, grant it a hue, a shape and even, if you will, a gender. Inscriptions on state buildings, tombs, and gateways insure the state against the destructive powers of time.
Poetry is a plough that uproots time so that time’s deeper layers, its ‘black earth’, are on top. But there are epochs such as these when humanity as a whole, not content with today, longs for the deep layers of time, like a ploughman it craves the virgin soil of time. A revolution in art inevitably leads to classicism. Not because David reaps Robespierre’s harvest, but because that is what the earth requires.

You often hear: this is good, but this is of yesterday. And I say, yesterday is not yet born. It is, as yet, not truly present. I desire, once more, Ovid, Pushkin, Catullus, and am dissatisfied with the historical Ovid, Pushkin, Catullus.

It is truly amazing that everyone toys with poets, and fails to unleash them. Read and done with, it would seem. ‘Superseded’, as they say these days. Not at all. The silver trumpet-call of Catullus:
‘Ad claras Asiae volemus urbes’ –

‘We’ll flee to Asia’s bright cities’ –

(Catullus, poem 45)

torments and disturbs more than any futuristic riddle can. It is not in Russian. But it ought to be in Russian. I take a line of Latin as my example, since Rome is clearly perceived by the Russian reader as an allegory of duty; the imperative sounds more clearly in the Roman poets. But this is a property of all poetry, once it is regarded as classical. It is perceived as something that must be, not as something that was once created.

So, there has not been a single poet as yet. We are free of the burden of memories. But how many rare premonitions there have been: Pushkin, Ovid, Homer. When a lover, in the silence, confuses one tender name with another, and suddenly remembers that this has already occurred before: the words, and her hair – and the cock crowing outside the window, that has already crowed in Ovid’s Tristia (Book I, 3), the deep joy of repetition engulfs him, a vertiginous joy:
‘I drink the turbid air like a dark water.

The rose was earth: time, ploughed from underneath’.

(From his poem: ‘Sisters – Heaviness and Tenderness – you look the same’)
Thus, the poet is not afraid of repetition, and is easily inebriated by classic wine.

What is true of one poet is true of all. It is not necessary to create schools. You do not need to invent your poetics.

The analytical method, as applied to word, movement, and form, is a perfectly legitimate and skilful technique. Recently, destruction has become a wholly formal premise of art. Decay, decay, decay – decadence forever. But the decadents were Christian artists, in some ways the last of the Christian martyrs. The music of decay was for them also the music of resurrection. ‘Charogne’ (‘Carrion’), Baudelaire’s poem, is a noble example of Christian despair. It is quite another matter to deliberately destroy form, in the painless manner of Suprematism. A denial of the reality of phenomena. Suicide out of convenience, for the sake of curiosity. You can take it apart, and put it together again, as if the form were being tested, but in fact the spirit rots and decomposes (incidentally, having named Baudelaire, I would like to recall his significance as an ascetic, in the most authentic Christian sense of the word ‘martyr’).

A heroic era has begun in the life of the word. The word is bread and flesh. It shares the fate of flesh and bread: to be consumed in suffering. People are hungry. The state is even hungrier. But there is something which is more than hungry: Time. Time wants to devour the state. A trumpet voice sounds, like a threat scrawled by Derzhavin on a slate board (cf. Derzhavin’s last poem: ‘The flow of Time’s rushing river’). Whoever lifts up the word and shows it to the age, as a priest of the Eucharist, will be the second Joshua. There is nothing hungrier than a modern state, and a hungry state is worse than a hungry person. Compassion for the state that denies the word is the social task and feat of the modern poet.
‘Let us glorify the deadly weight

the people’s leader lifts with tears.

Let us glorify the dark burden of fate,

power’s unbearable yoke of fears.

How your ship is sinking, straight,

he who has a heart, Time, hears.’

(From his poem: ‘Brothers, let us glorify Freedom’s twilight…’)

Do not demand from poetry pure corporeality, concreteness, materiality. It partakes of the same revolutionary famine. A doubting Thomas, why do you need to touch it with your fingers? And most importantly, why equate a word with a ‘thing’, with grass, with the object that it denotes?

Is the ‘thing’ the master of the word? The word is Psyche. The living word does not denote objects, but freely chooses, as it were, for its dwelling-place, this or that object of significance, materiality, a sweet body. And around the ‘thing’, the word wanders freely, like the soul around that abandoned but unforgotten body.

What is said about materiality sounds somewhat differently when applied to imagery:
‘Prends l’éloquence et tords-lui son cou!’

‘Take eloquence and wring it’s neck’
(From Verlaine’s poem ‘Ars Poetica’)
Write ugly poetry if you can…if you can. The blind man recognizes the sweet face, barely touching it with ‘sighted’ fingers, and tears of joy, the real joy of recognition, fall from his eyes after long separation. The poem is alive inwardly, that resounding shell of form that precedes the written poem. Not a single word exists, and yet the poem is already heard. It echoes like an image, internally; it is this act of being heard that touches the poet’s hearing.

And but a moment of recognition is sweet to us!

There is a phenomenon apparent now, a kind of glossolalia (speaking in tongues). In a sacred frenzy, poets are speaking the language of all times, of all cultures. Nothing is impossible. Just as the dying man's room is open to all, the door of the past is wide open to the crowd. Suddenly, everything has become common property. Go forth, and seize it. Everything is available: all labyrinths, all hidden caches, all secret passages. The word has become not a seven-reeded but a thousand-tubed set of pan-pipes, animated at once by the breath of all the ages. The most striking thing about glossolalia is that the speaker does not know the language he speaks. He speaks a completely unknown language. And it seems to himself and to everyone that he is speaking ancient Greek or Chaldean. A state which is the complete opposite to erudition. Modern poetry, for all its complexity and inner cunning, is naïve:
‘Ecoutez la chanson grise...’ 

‘Listen to the simple song...’

(A concatenation of lines from two poems by Verlaine – ‘Ecoutez la chanson bien douce: Listen to the sweetest song’ and, from his Ars Poetica, ‘Rien de plus cher que la chanson grise: nothing dearer than the simple song’.)
For him, the whole complexity of the ancient world is the same as Pushkin’s reed-pipe (cf. ‘Eugene Onegin’ Chapter V, verse 9). He sings of ideas, scientific systems, theories regarding the state, precisely as his predecessors sang of nightingales and roses. It has been said that the cause of revolution is a form of hunger in interplanetary space. There is a need to scatter wheat in the ether.

Classical poetry is the poetry of revolution.
Translator’s note: Mandelstam’s comment on the cause of revolution being a form of hunger (famine, starvation) in interplanetary space is probably derived from the cosmological teachings of Gurdjieff, perhaps via Ouspenskii (For example: ‘It has been said before that organic life transmits planetary influences of various kinds to the earth, and in turn serves to feed the moon and to enable it to grow and strengthen.’)
Written 1921
On Villon
I

Astronomers can accurately predict the return of a comet after a long period of time. For those who know Villon, the phenomenon called Verlaine seems to be just such an astronomical miracle. The vibration of those two voices is remarkably similar. But besides their timbre, and their biography, the poets are connected by an almost identical mission in the literature of their times. Both were destined to create their works in an era of artificial, hothouse poetry, and just as Verlaine shattered the Symbolism of Maeterlinck’s Serres Chaudes (Hothouses, 1899), Villon challenged the powerful school of rhetoric, which may rightly be considered to be the Symbolist school of the Fifteenth century. The famous Romance of the Rose was the first to build an impenetrable barrier, within which its hothouse atmosphere continued to thicken, so necessary for the proper breathing of allegories created by that novel mode, in which Love, Danger, Hatred, Cunning were not dead abstractions, were not incorporeal. Medieval poetry gives these ghosts, as it were, an astral body and tenderly takes care of the artificial air so needful to maintaining their fragile existence. The garden within which these peculiar characters dwell is surrounded by a high wall. The lover, as the beginning of the Romance of the Rose tells us, wanders around this fence, searching, for a long time in vain, for its inconspicuous entrance.

Poetry and life in the Fifteenth century are two independent and hostile dimensions. It is hard to believe that Maistre Alain Chartier was subjected to real persecution, and endured daily troubles, the public opinion of his age pronouncing too harsh a sentence on his Cruel Lady (cf. his poem ‘La Belle Dame sans Merci’, and the ensuing literary Querelle which consumed a deal of energy), whom it drowned in a well of tears, after a brilliant trial, observing all the subtleties of medieval legal proceedings. The poetry of the Fifteenth century is autonomous; it occupies a place in the culture of its time, like a state within a state. Let us recall the Court of Love of Charles VI: its various ranks comprise some several hundred folk ranging from the highest lords to the petty bourgeoisie and the minor clerics. The exclusively literary nature of this institution explains the neglect of class division. The hypnosis of literature was so strong that members of such associations walked the streets, decorated with green wreaths – a symbol of love – in their desire to extend their literary dream to the reality.

II

François Montcorbier (de Loges) was born in Paris in 1431, during the period of English rule. The poverty that surrounded his cradle was related to the misfortunes of the people and, in particular, the misfortunes of the capital city. It might be expected that the literature of the time would be filled with patriotic pathos and the thirst for revenge prompted by the offended dignity of a nation. Yet, neither in Villon, nor among his contemporaries, do we find such feelings. France, occupied by foreigners, showed herself to be truly feminine. Like any woman in captivity, she gave her main attention to the minutiae of her cultural and domestic toilette, gazing on the conquerors with curiosity. Noble society, following the path of its poets, was still carried away by the vision, in four dimensions, of their Gardens of Love and Gardens of Delight, while amongst the people the tavern lights were lit in the evenings, and farces and mysteries were performed on feast days.

This femininely passive era left a deep imprint on the character and fate of Villon. Throughout his dissolute life, he bore an unshakable conviction that someone ought to take care of him, take charge of his affairs and rescue him from difficult situations. Already a mature man, thrown by the Bishop of Orleans into the prison of Meung sur Loire, he plaintively appeals to his friends: ‘Le laisserez-vous là, le pauvre Villon? (Will you leave him, there, poor Villon’).  François Montcorbier’s career in society began with the fact that he was placed under the guardianship of Guillaume Villon, a venerable canon of the Parisian church of Saint-Benoît-le-Bétourné. By Villon's own admission, the old canon was ‘more than a mother’ to him. 
In 1449 he received a bachelor’s degree; in 1452 – a licence to practise as a master. ‘O Lord, if I had studied in the days of my reckless youth and conformed to decent moral behaviour, I would have acquired a house and a soft bed. But, what can I say! I evaded school like a cunning boy: as I write these words, my heart bleeds.’ Oddly enough, the master, Francois Villon, had at one time several pupils and taught them, as best he could, the wisdom of the schools. But, with his characteristically honest attitude towards himself, he realized that he had no right to be titled a master, and preferred to call himself ‘a poor little schoolboy’ in his ballads. Indeed, it was especially difficult for Villon to study, since, as if by destiny, the student unrest of 1451 to 1453 occurred during the years of his education. Medieval people liked to think of themselves as children of the city, the church, the university... But these ‘children of the university’ had a taste only for pranks. A heroic hunt was organized for the most popular tavern signs of the Parisian markets. It was proposed that the Deer marry the Goat, and the Bear be presented with the Parrot, as a gift from youth. Students stole a stone from the possessions of Mademoiselle La Bruyère, and hoisted it to the top of Mont St. Genevieve, naming it ‘La Vesse’ (‘the Bowels’) and, having beaten off the authorities by force fixed it in place with iron hoops. On the one round stone they placed another, oblong, one – the ‘Pêt au Diable’ (‘The Devil’s Fart’) and worshipped them at night, showering them with flowers, dancing around them to the sounds of flutes and tambourines. Enraged butchers and the offended lady, started a lawsuit. The Prévôt of Paris declared war on the students. The two jurisdictions clashed – and the sergeants-at-arms had to kneel, with lighted candles in their hands, to ask the Rector for forgiveness. Villon, who was undoubtedly at the centre of these events, captured them in a novel, Pêt au Diable, which is not extant.

III

Villon was a Parisian. He loved the city, and a life of idleness. He shows little liking for Nature and even mocked the concept. Already in the Fifteenth century, Paris was a sea in which one could swim without experiencing ennui, and while ignoring the rest of the universe. But how easy it is to shipwreck on one of the innumerable reefs of an idle existence! Villon commits a murder. The passivity of his fate is remarkable. It is, as it were, waiting to be nourished by chance, whether for good or evil. In a ridiculous street fight on June 5th 1455, Villon kills a priest, Chermoie, with a heavy stone. Sentenced to hang, he lodges an appeal and, being pardoned, goes into exile. 
Vagrancy wholly undermines his morals, drawing him to the criminal gang La Coquille, of which he becomes a member. On his return to Paris, he is involved in a major theft at the College de Navarre and immediately flees to Angers – because of an unhappy love affair, he assures us; in fact, so as to plan the robbery of his rich uncle. Hidden from the Parisian scene, Villon publishes his Petit Testament. Years of disorderly wandering follow, interspersed with sessions before the feudal courts, and periods of imprisonment. Amnestied by Louis XI on October 2nd, 1461, Villon experiences a deep creative excitement, his thoughts and feelings rendered unusually acute, and he creates the Grand Testament – his monument for the ages. In November 1463, one François Villon was an uninvolved witness to a quarrel and a murder at 5 Rue Saint Jacques. Here, his obscure biography and our information about his life end.

IV

The 15th century was harsh as regards personal destiny. It turned many decent and sober people into Biblical Jobs, complaining in the depths of their foul dungeons, and accusing God of injustice. A unique kind of poetry of incarceration was created, imbued with a biblical bitterness and severity, to the degree that such was compatible with a polite Romanesque soul. But Villon’s voice stands out sharply from the choir of prisoners. His rebellion is more akin to a process than a rebellion. He manages to combine the plaintiff and the defendant in one person.

Villon’s attitude towards himself never crosses the known boundaries of intimacy. He is kindly, attentive, caring for himself no more than a good lawyer cares for his client. Self-pity is a parasitic feeling that is harmful to the soul and the body; but the dry, legalistic pity that Villon bestows upon himself is, for him, a source of cheerfulness and grants him an unshakable confidence in the rightness of his ‘cause’. A most immoral, ‘amoral’, person, like some true descendant of the Romans, he lives entirely within the legal framework, and cannot think of any relations outside of jurisdiction and the law. The lyric poet, by nature, is a bisexual being, capable of innumerable divisions in the name of internal dialogue. This ‘lyrical hermaphroditism’ was never more pronounced than in Villon. What a diverse selection of charming duets he sings: distressed victim and comforter, mother and child…
Ownership of property tempted Villon all life long, like the song of a Siren, and made him a thief...and a poet. A wretched vagabond, he appropriates to himself blessings inaccessible to him, with the aid of acute irony.

Modern French Symbolists are in love with things, as if they owned them. Perhaps the very ‘soul of things’ is nothing but the feeling of ownership, spiritualized and ennobled in the laboratory of successive generations. Villon was well aware of the difference between subject and object, but understood it in terms of the possibility or impossibility of personal possession. The moon and other neutral ‘objects’ are irrevocably excluded from his poetic use. But he is immediately aroused when it is a matter of fried duck in sauce, or eternal bliss, which he never loses hope of acquiring.

Villon paints a charming ‘interieure’ in Dutch style, while peeping through the keyhole.
V

His sympathy for the dregs of society, for everything suspicious and criminal, is by no means demonic. The shadowy company with which he was so quickly and intimately involved, captivated his feminine nature with its grand character, its powerful rhythm of life, which he could not find in any other strata of society. One must listen to the manner in which Villon speaks in his ‘Ballade de la Grosse Margot’ about the pimp’s profession, which he clearly was no stranger to: ‘When clients come, I run, and grab a jug of wine.’ Neither bloodless feudalism, nor the new-found bourgeoisie, with its inclination towards Flemish heaviness and importance, could give rise to the vast dynamic ability somehow miraculously accumulated and concentrated in this Parisian clerk. Dry and sunburnt, lacking eyebrows, thin as a chimera, with a head that, by his own admission, resembled a peeled and roasted nut, concealing his sword beneath partly-feminine student’s attire, Villon existed in Paris like a squirrel in a wheel, never knowing a moment’s rest. He loved the predatory, lean animal in himself, and valued his coarse skin: ‘Did I not do well to appeal, Garnier?’ he writes to his prosecutor, having escaped the gallows, ‘not every animal could win free like this.’
‘Du mouvement avant toute chose!’ 
(‘Movement before everything!’ cf. Verlaine’s ‘Ars Poetica’: ‘De la musique avant toute chose’)
A powerful visionary, he dreams of his own hanging on the eve of probable execution. But, strangely, with incomprehensible bitterness yet rhythmic enthusiasm, he depicts in his ballad how the wind sways the bodies of the unfortunates, back and forth, at will... He endows death with dynamic properties and succeeds in showing his love for rhythm and movement... I think it was not demonism that captivated Villon, but the dynamics of crime. Is there perhaps an inverse relationship between the moral and dynamic development of the soul? In any case, the Testaments of Villon, both large and small – that celebration of magnificent rhythms, which French poetry still lacks – are incurably immoral. The wretched vagabond writes his will twice, distributing his imaginary property right and left, like a poet, ironically asserting dominion over all the things he would like to possess; if Villon's emotional experiences, for all their originality, did not particularly differ in depth, his everyday relationships – an intricate tangle of acquaintances, connections, dealings – represent a network of ingenious complexity. The man contrived to establish lively, vital relationships with a huge number of people of the most diverse ranks, at all levels of the social ladder – from thief to bishop, from tavern-keeper to prince. With what pleasure he tells of all their comings and goings! How accurately and precisely! Villon’s Testaments are captivating simply because they contain a wealth of accurate information. It seems to the reader that he can enter them, and feel himself a contemporary of the poet. The present moment can withstand the pressure of centuries and retain its integrity, remain the same ‘Now’. You just need to be able to tear it out of the soil of time without damaging its roots, otherwise it will wither. Villon knew how to do it. The bell of the Sorbonne, which interrupted his work on the ‘Petit Testament’, still sounds.

Like the troubadour princes, Villon ‘sang in his Latin’: once, as a schoolboy, he had heard about Alcibiades – and as a result of that, perhaps, a less familiar Archipiades joins the grand procession of Ladies of bygone times.
VI
The Middle Ages tenaciously held on to their children and voluntarily did not yield them to the Renaissance. The blood of the true Middle Ages flowed in the veins of Villon. To her he owes his wholeness, his temperament, his spiritual originality. The physiology of the Gothic – for such was the Middle Ages precisely, a physiologically brilliant era – provided Villon’s worldview and abundantly rewarded him for his lack of connection with the historical tradition. Moreover, it secured a place of honour for him in the future, since French poetry of the Nineteenth century draws its strength from the same national treasury – Gothic. It may be said: what does the splendid rhythm of his Testaments, now conjuring like a cup-and-ball game, now slowed to the smoothness of a church cantilena, have in common with the masterworks of Gothic architects? But is Gothic not a triumph of dynamics? Another question might be which is more mobile, more fluid – a gothic cathedral or an ocean swell? What, if not a sense of architectonics, explains the wondrous balance of the stanza in which Villon entrusts his soul to the Trinity through Our Lady – La Chambre de la Divinité – and the nine heavenly legions. This is not an anaemic flight on the wax wings of immortality, but an architecturally sound ascent, corresponding to the tiers of a Gothic cathedral. Whoever was the first to proclaim in architecture the dynamic balancing of masses, and built the cross-vault – brilliantly expressed the psychological essence of feudalism. 
Medieval man considered himself as necessary, and as bound in to, the edifice of the world as any stone in a Gothic structure, bearing with dignity the pressure of its neighbours and having a destined stake in the general play of forces. To serve was not only to be active for the common good. Unconsciously, medieval citizens considered service, a kind of feat, the unvarnished fact of their existence. Villon, the last follower of the feudal world-view, turned out to be immune to its ethical side, mutual responsibility. The moral stability present in the Gothic mode, was quite alien to him. On the other hand, not indifferent to its dynamics, he elevated immorality to the same level. Villon twice received pardons – ‘lettres de remission’ – from royalty: from Charles VII and from Louis XI. He was firmly convinced that he would receive the same pardon from God, with a complete forgiveness of his sins. Perhaps, in the spirit of his dry and rational mysticism, he extended the ladder of feudal jurisdiction to infinity, and some wild, deeply feudal, feeling occupied his soul: that there was a God above God...

‘I know very well that I am not the son of an angel, crowned with the diadem of a star or another planet’ said the poor Parisian schoolboy of himself – though capable of much for a good dinner.
Such denials are tantamount to positive certainty.
Written 1910-1927

On Dante

I

‘Cosi gridai colla faccia levata...’ (‘So, I cried, with lifted face…’) 

(Inferno, XVI, 76)

Poetic speech is a dual process, producing sound in a dual manner – the first of its modes is an audible transformation of the very tools of poetic speech itself, arising in flight, through its very expression; the second is that of speech proper, that is the intonational and phonetic effort performed by the aforesaid instruments. 


Understood in this way, poetry – even the most select – is not a part of Nature, and even less a reflection of it, which would make a mockery of the law of identity, but, with amazing independence, it resides in a new extra-spatial field of action, not so much speaking Nature but enacting Nature, aided by those tools colloquially referred to as images. 


Poetic speech can only be referred to as producing ‘sound’ conditionally, because we hear it in the merging of these two modes, of which the one, considered by itself, is wholly mute, while the other, if regarded as free of instrumental metamorphosis, is devoid of any significance and interest, and lends itself to ‘retelling’, which in my opinion is the surest sign of the absence of poetry: for where a thing is commensurable with its retelling, there the sheets are unwrinkled, so to speak, there poetry did not pass the night.  


Dante is rather a maker of tools, than a maker of images. He is a strategist of transformation and dual-process, and least of all a poet in the ‘common European’, and culturally external, sense of the title. 

His wrestlers coiled in a ball in the arena can be viewed as in harmony with instrumental transformation, ‘wheeling about, as champion wrestlers, naked and oiled, do, looking for a hold or an advantage, before they grasp and strike one another…’ (Inferno XVI, 22-24)


In contrast, modern cinema, with the powers of metamorphosis of a tapeworm, achieves a vicious parody of the instrumentality of poetic speech, since, within it, frames move without a struggle, one simply replaced by another. 


Conceive of something understood, seized on, torn from the darkness, in a language that is voluntarily and willingly forgotten, immediately after the clarifying act of understanding has been fulfilled. 


In poetry only the fulfilled understanding is important – never passive, not concerned with replicating or retelling. The semantic satisfaction is equivalent to the feeling of a command having been executed. 


The semantic wave-forms vanish, having done their work: the stronger they are, the more compliant, the less they are inclined to linger. 


Otherwise, repetition, the hammering-in of ready-made nails termed ‘culturally-poetic’ images, is inevitable.


External and explanatory figurativeness is incompatible with tool-making.


The qualitative nature of poetry is determined by the speed and decisiveness with which it introduces its directed performance into the tool-free, lexical, purely quantitative process of word-formation. On a river, crammed with Chinese junks moving in every direction, it is necessary to cross the river leaping from boat to boat – that is how meaningful poetic speech is created. The route cannot be acquired by questioning the boatmen: they cannot say how or why they take any particular leap. 


Poetic speech is a carpet-fabric based on many threads, differing from each other only in the colours created by means of the series of constantly-changing commands given to the loom.


It is an enduring carpet woven from liquid, a carpet in which the Ganges’ streams, considered as a thematic thread, are separate from those of the Nile or Euphrates, but create multi-coloured layers, figures, ornamentation, only not in pre-determined patterns, for that is the same as retelling. The ornamentation is excellent, because it retains traces of its origin, like a piece of nature in play. Animal, vegetable, mineral, Egyptian or Scythian, emblematic of a nation or barbarous, it is always speaking, visible, active. 


The ornamentation is strophic.  


The pattern is woven. 

Gorgeous the poetic hunger of the ancient Italians, their brutal youthful appetite for harmony, their sensual desire (il disio) for rhyme! 


The mouth works, a smile energises the verse, the lips purse happily and skilfully, the tongue is pressed trustingly against the palate. 


The internal form of the verse is inseparable from the countless changes of expression that flicker on the face of the speaker, or anxious narrator. 


It is the art of speech that distorts the face, explodes its calm, shatters its mask…


Once I had begun to study the Italian language and became familiar with its phonetics and prosody, I suddenly realised that the centre of gravity of my speech had shifted: nearer to the lips, the outer lips. The tip of the tongue was suddenly held in high esteem. Sound rushed to the barrier of the teeth. Another thing that struck me was the infantile nature of Italian phonetics, its beautiful childishness, close to the babble of infants, a kind of eternal Dadaism. 

‘E consolando usava l’idioma

Che prima i padri e le madri trastulla;

................................................
Favoleggiava con la sua famiglia

De’ Troiani, di Fiesole, e di Roma’

‘And speaking in that soothing way,

that is the first delight of fathers and mothers

...............................................

Would tell her family

Of Troy, of Rome, of Fiesole.’

(Paradiso XV, 122-123, 125-126)

Would you like to become acquainted with an Italian rhyming dictionary? Seize any Italian dictionary and flip through it as you wish…there everything rhymes with everything else. Every word begs to be part of the concord. 


There’s a marvellous abundance of marriageable endings. The Italian verb intensifies towards its ending, and is alive only through its ending. Each word hastens to explode, fly from the lips, depart and make room for others. 


When it is necessary to depict a circle of time, to which a millennium is less than the blink of an eyelash,

Dante introduces childish absurdity into his astronomical, concordant, intensely public, oratorical dictionary. 


Dante’s creation is primarily an exit into the public arena of contemporary Italian speech – as a whole, as a system.  


The most Dadaistic of the Romance languages is promoted, internationally, to first place.

II

It is necessary to say something of Dante’s rhythm. People have little idea, yet need to be aware, of it. Whoever states that Dante is sculptural is in the grip of a meagre definition of ‘the great European’.  Reading Dante is, first of all, an endless labour, which, insofar as we succeed, moves us further from our goal. If a first reading simply causes you shortness of breath and a healthy fatigue, then, for the subsequent one, equip yourself with a pair of indestructible Swiss boots, complete with nails. The question that seriously comes to mind is how many boot-soles, how many pieces of cowhide, how many sandals, Alighieri wore out during his poetic work, travelling the goat-paths of Italy.

The Inferno, and especially the Purgatorio celebrate the human when walking, the size and rhythm of the steps involved, the foot, and its shape. Each step, associated with the breath, and saturated with thought, Dante comprehends as the beginning of prosody. To denote walking, he employs a wealth of varied and charming phrases.

With Dante, philosophy and poetry are always on the move, always on their feet. Even stopping is a kind of accumulated movement: the platform for conversation is created by Alpine effort. A ‘foot’ of such verse – inhalation and exhalation – is a step. The step is inferential, aware, syllogizing.

Education is a school of the quickest of associations. You grasp on-the-fly, you are sensitive to hints – this gains Dante’s most ready praise.

In Dante’s sense, the teacher is younger than the student because he ‘runs faster.’

‘... Then he turned back, and seemed like one who runs for the green cloth, at Verona, through the open fields: and seemed one of those who wins, not one who loses.’ (Inferno XV, 41-44)

The rejuvenating power of metaphor recalls for us the educated and aged Brunetto Latini, in the form of a young man – a winner in the race in Verona.

What is Dante’s erudition?

Aristotle, like a butterfly made of towelling, is hemmed with the Arabian border of Averroes.

‘Averrois, che il gran comento feo...’

‘Averroes who wrote the vast commentary…’

(Inferno. IV, 144)

In this case, the Arab, Averroes, accompanies the Greek, Aristotle. They are part of the same picture. They fit together on the membrane of a single wing. 


The end of the fourth canto of the Inferno provides a veritable feast of quotations. I find here, clean and unalloyed, a full display of Dante’s piano-keyboard of references. 


His keyboard progresses around the horizon of antiquity. A kind of Chopin polonaise, where a fully-armed Caesar with the bloodshot eyes of a vulture, and a Democritus who disintegrated matter into atoms, perform nearby.


An extract is not a quotation. A quotation here is a cicada. Its characteristic is its relentlessness. It clings to the air and refuses to let go. Erudition is far from being the same as this keyboard of references, which is the very essence of education.   


I would say that the whole composition is formed, not as a result of the accumulation of particulars, but by the fact that one detail, after another, breaks free of it, moves from it, flies off, splits from the system, entering into its functional space, its dimension, but each time in a strictly controlled manner and in the context of an adequately matured and unique situation for its existence. 

We are at first ignorant of the details themselves, but are very sensitive to their position. And when reading Dante’s cantos, we receive information, as it were, reports from the field of military operations, and from them we perfectly guess how the war’s symphony of sound is being fought, although each bulletin of itself only slightly, in some specific place, strategically moves a flag, or reveals some changes in the timbre of the cannonade.

Thus, the whole thing arises as a result of the single differentiating impulse with which it is permeated. Not for a single moment does it retain a fixed self. If a physicist who decomposed an atomic nucleus wanted to assemble it again, he would be like the supporters of descriptive, explanatory poetry, for whom Dante is eternal plague and lightning. 

If we had learned how to listen to Dante, we would have overheard the development of the clarinet and trombone, we would have heard the transformation of the viol into the violin, and the lengthening of the valve of the horn. And we would be audience to how the shifting core of a future homophonic three-part ensemble formed around the lute and the theorbo. 

Again, if we had heard Dante, we would have inadvertently been plunged into a powerful stream, sometimes termed composition – an integral whole, metaphorically and in detail, and then comparatively elusive – generating definitions such that they return to it, enrich it with their own dissolution, and, having barely experienced the initial joy of becoming, instantly robbed of their birthright, re-joining the matter tossed between meanings, are washed away.

At the start of the tenth canto of the Inferno, Dante thrusts us into the blind inwardness of the compositional nexus:

‘Now my Master goes, and I, behind him, by a secret path between the city walls and the torments.’ (Inferno X, 1-2)


All efforts are aimed at combating the heaviness and darkness of the place. Forms of light erupt like teeth. Conversation is as necessary here as a torch in a cave.

Dante never enters into a single combat with matter without having prepared a means to capture it, without being armed with a meter to mark some specific period of pouring or melting. In poetry, in which all is measure, and everything proceeds from that measure and revolves around it, for its own sake, meters are instruments of a special nature, performing a uniquely active function. Here, the quivering compass needle not only proclaims the magnetic storm, but also creates its very being.
And so, we see that the dialogue of the tenth canto of the Inferno is magnetized by transient verb forms – the imperfect and past perfect, the past subjunctive, the present itself, and the future tense are employed in the tenth canto categorically; categorically and authoritatively. 

The whole canto is built on several verbal attacks that boldly jump out of the text. Here, a table of conjugations unfolds, like a table of fencing moves, as it were, and we literally hear the tenses of the verbs.

First move: 

‘La gente che per li sepolcri giace
Potrebbesi veder?’ –

‘Can those people, who lie in the sepulchres, be seen?’

(Inferno X, 7-8)

Second move:

‘Volgiti, che fai?’

‘Turn round: what are you doing?’

(Inferno X, 31)

It contains the horror of the present tense, a kind of ‘terror praesentis’. Here the unalloyed present is deemed nonsense. Completely severed from the future and the past, the present is conjugated as pure fear, as danger.

Three aspects of the past tense, relinquishing responsibility for what has already happened, are given in the terza rima:

‘I had already fixed my gaze on him, and he rose erect in stance and aspect, as if he held the Inferno in great disdain.’ (Inferno X: 34-36)

Then, like the notes of a powerful tuba, the past breaks through, with Farinata’s question:

‘...Chi fur li maggior tui?’ —

‘…Who were your ancestors?’

(Inferno X, 42)

How the auxiliary verb is stretched out here – a small chopped off ‘fur’ instead of ‘furon’! Isn't that how the horn was formed by an extension of the valve?

Next comes a slip of the tongue, a past perfect. This fells old Cavalcanti: of his son, the still living poet Guido Cavalcanti, he hears something from his peer and comrade – from Alighieri – as if from the fatal perfect past: ‘ebbe’ (Inferno X, 63)

And how wonderful that it is precisely this slip of the tongue that opens the way for the main flow of dialogue: Cavalcanti’s voice is washed away like the sound of an oboe or clarinet that has ceased to play, and Farinata, like a ponderous chess player, continues the interrupted move, resumes the attack:

‘And if my party have learnt

that art of return badly,

it tortures me more than this bed.’ 

(Inferno X, 77-78)

This dialogue in the tenth canto of the Inferno is an unanticipated clarification of the situation. It flows of itself from the watershed.

All the useful information, of an encyclopaedic nature, has already been communicated in the opening verses of the canto. The amplitude of the conversation slowly and steadily expands; crowd scenes, and images of people en masse, being indirectly introduced.

When Farinata rises up, scorning Hell, like some great nobleman who has ended by being imprisoned, the pendulum of the conversation is already traversing the full diameter of this gloomy plain intersected by fiery streams.

The concept of scandal is much older, in literature, than Dostoevsky, and in the thirteenth century, in Dante’s art, was far stronger. Dante experiences this unwanted and dangerous encounter with Farinata in exactly the same manner as Dostoevsky’s offenders experience their encounters with their tormentors – in the most inappropriate places. A voice floats towards us – whose, is as yet unknown. It becomes more and more difficult for the reader to anticipate the swelling song. This voice, that of Farinata, introduces the first theme – a little arioso of Dante’s, of a beseeching nature, most typical of the Inferno:


‘O Tuscan, who goes alive through the city of fire, speaking so politely, may it please you to rest in this place. Your speech shows clearly you are a native of that noble city that I perhaps troubled too much.’ (Inferno X, 22-24)

Dante is impoverished. Dante, of ancient Roman blood, is, within, a commoner. Gentility is not characteristic of him, quite the opposite. One would have to be blind as a mole not to notice that, in the Divina Commedia, Dante has no idea how to behave, how to advance, what to say, how to bow. I am not inventing this, I learn it from Alighieri’s own numerous confessions, scattered throughout the Divina Commedia.

The inner restlessness and heavy, clumsy awkwardness, that of a tortured and driven person, that accompanies at every step this man unsure of himself, uneducated, as it were, and unable to apply an external etiquette to his inner experience – they give the poem all its charm, all its drama, working together in the background to create something in the nature of a psychological primer. 

If Dante had been allowed to enter the Inferno alone, without his ‘dolce padre’ (‘sweet father’) – without Virgil that is – scandal would have inevitably erupted from the very beginning, and rather than progressing through the torments and sights, we would be witnessing the most grotesque buffoonery.

The awkwardness Virgil works to prevent, systematically straightens and corrects the course of the poem. The Divina Commedia allows us to enter the laboratory of Dante’s spiritual awareness. What to us appears outwardly as that eagle profile in its impeccable hood, from within reveals an awkwardness painfully overcome, a purely Pushkinian struggle of the young nobleman, the young poet, for social dignity and position. The image, the shadow, enough to strike fear into children and old women, was itself full of fear – as Alighieri was hurled from the fire to the cold: from wondrous fits of conceit to an awareness of his complete insignificance.

Dante’s fame has, hitherto, been the greatest hindrance to knowledge and deep study of his works, and will remain so for a long time to come. His lapidarity, his conciseness and expressiveness, is the product of nothing less than an enormous inner imbalance, which manifests itself as dream performances, imaginary meetings, premeditated and exquisitely-turned remarks, nurtured by bile and aimed at the complete destruction of his enemies when the Day of Judgement comes.

Virgil, that sweetest of fathers, mentor, wise man, guardian, once again restrains the fourteenth century commoner within one who so painfully sought his place in the social hierarchy, at the same time as Boccaccio –

his close-contemporary – was enjoying a like social system, plunging into it, frolicking within it.

‘Che fai?’ – ‘What are you doing?’ – it indeed sounds like a teacher’s cry – ‘You’re mad!’

To imagine Dante's poem as a story, or even as a voice extended in one continuous flow, is absolutely wrong. Long before Bach, and at a time when large monumental organs were not yet built, but only very modest embryonic prototypes of those future monsters, when the zither was still the leading instrument, accompanying the voice, Alighieri built an infinitely powerful organ in verbal space, and already employed all its conceivable registers, exercised the stops, and roared and cooed through all its pipes.

‘Come avesse lo inferno in gran dispitto.’ (‘As if he held the Inferno in great disdain’: Inferno X, 36) is the line of verse that heralds all European demonism and Byronicism. At the same time, instead of raising his edifice on a plinth, as, for example, Hugo would have done, Dante wraps it in muteness, envelops it in dove-grey twilight, hides it at the very bottom of a misty bag of sounds.

It is played in a descending register, it falls, it sinks into the window-glass.

In other words, the phonetic light is dimmed. The grey shadows are blended.

The Divine Comedy does not so much take the reader’s time, as elevate it, like a piece of music being performed.

As it lengthens, the poem recedes from its end, and the end itself arrives by accident, and sounds much like a beginning.

The structure of the Dante monologue, founded as if on the registers of an organ, can be best understood by an analogy with stone, the purity of which is marred by intrusive foreign bodies.

Grainy admixtures, and veins of lava, point to an isolated shift, or some catastrophe, as a common source of morphogenesis.

Dante’s verses are formed, and given precise colours, in a geological manner. Their material structure is infinitely more important than their famous sculptural quality. Imagine a monument of granite or marble which, in its symbolic intent, aims not at depicting a horse or rider, but at revealing the inner structure of the marble or granite itself. In other words, imagine a granite monument erected in honour of granite, and apparently carved to reveal that concept – in that manner you may obtain a fairly clear idea of ​​​​how Dante’s form and content are related.


Any unit of poetic speech – whether it be a line, a stanza, or a whole lyrical composition – must be considered as a single word. When we pronounce, for example, the word ‘sun’, we do not emit a ready-made meaning from within ourselves – this would be a semantic error – but we experience a kind of orbit.


Any word is like a bundle of sticks, that point out of it in different directions, and do not hasten one to a single publicly-endorsed point. Saying ‘sun’, we make, as it were, a vast journey, to which we are so accustomed that we travel in a dream. Poetry differs from casual speech in that it rouses us, and shakes us, in the middle of a word. Then our journey turns out to be much longer than we thought, and we remember that speaking means being forever on the road.

The semantic orbits of Dante’s cantos are constructed in a manner that approximates to starting with pit and ending with pity, beginning with axe, and ending with axis.

When he has occasion to, Dante calls the eyelids eye-lips. This is when ice crystals of frozen tears hang on the eyelashes and form a crust that makes it difficult to weep.

‘Gli occhi lor, ch’eran pria pur dentro molli,
gocciar su per le labbra, e ’l gelo strinse
le lagrime tra essi e riserrolli.’

‘Their eyes, which were only moist, inwardly, before, 

gushed at the lips, and the frost iced fast the tears, 

between them, and sealed them up again.’

(Inferno, XXXII, 46-48)

So, suffering crosses the senses, creates hybrids, leads to a lipped eye.

Dante employs not one form, but many forms. They are squeezed, one out of another, and can only conditionally be penned as one another.

He himself says:

‘Io premerei di mio concetto il suco’

(Inferno XXXII, 4)

‘I would squeeze the juice out of my idea, out of my concept,’ that is, the form appears to him as a process of squeezing, not as a carapace, a thing.

Thus, strange as it may seem, the form is squeezed out of the content, or concept, which, as it were, envelops it. This is a clearly Dantean idea.

But you can only squeeze something from a damp sponge, or a rag. No matter how we twist the concept about, we will fail to squeeze any form from it if it is not already a form in itself. In other words, any shaping in poetry presupposes series, periods, or cycles of forms, sounded in exactly the same way as a semantic unit is individually pronounced.

A scientific description of Dante’s Commedia, treated as a process, as a flow, would inevitably take the form of a treatise on metamorphosis, and would seek to penetrate into multiple states of poetic matter, just as a doctor who makes a diagnosis listens to the diverse unity of an organism. Literary criticism would take a methodical approach akin to that of medicine with regard to living beings.

III

Delving as far as I can into the structure of the Divina Commedia, I arrive at the conclusion that the whole poem is one single, unified, and indivisible stanza. Or rather, not a stanza, but a crystallographic figure, that is, a body. The poem is pierced, through and through, by a continuous shaping energy. It is the strictest stereometric body, one continuous development of a crystallographic theme. It is impossible to grasp with the eye, or visually conceive of this thirteen-thousand-faced thing, in all its monstrous exactness.

My lack of any clear understanding of crystallography – revealing the customary ignorance of my circle regarding that field, as regarding so many others – deprives me of the pleasure of comprehending the true structure of the Divina Commedia, but such are Dante’s amazing powers of stimulation that he awakened in me a specific interest in crystallography, and as a grateful reader – lettore – I will try to satisfy it.

This shaping of the poem transcends our understanding of writing and composition. It is much more correct to recognize instinct as its leading principle. Least of all should the approximate definitions proposed involve metaphorical improvisation. Here there is a struggle for the conceivability of the whole, for the visibility of the conceivable. Only with the help of metaphor is it possible to find a specific equivalent for the formative instinct with which Dante accumulated and poured out his terza rima.

One must imagine that it is as if bees, gifted with a brilliant stereometric instinct, were working on the creation of a thirteen-thousand-faced polyhedron, attracting more and more bees as needed. The work of those bees – all the time with an eye to the whole – varies in difficulty at different stages of the process. Their cooperation increases, and becomes more complex, as the formation of the honeycomb takes place, through which space, as it were, emerges from itself.

The bee analogy was suggested, incidentally, by Dante himself. These three lines are at the beginning of the sixteenth canto of the Inferno:

‘Gia era in loco ove s’udia il rimbombo

Dell’acqua che cadea nell’altro giro,

Simile a quel che l’arnie fanno rombo,’

‘I was already in a place where the booming 

of the water, that fell, into the next circle, 

sounded like a beehive’s humming,’

(Inferno XVI, 1-3)

Dante's comparisons are never descriptive, that is, purely pictorial. They always pursue the specific task of yielding an image of the structure, the internal energy. Let us take the extensive group of ‘bird’ comparisons – all those stretched-out caravans of cranes, the rooks, the classic military phalanxes of swallows, the anarchic and disorderly crows, incapable of Roman order – this group of extended similes always corresponds to an instinctive complex involving pilgrimage, travel, colonization, resettlement. Or, for example, let us take a no less extensive group of river similes depicting the birth in the Apennines of the Arno, which irrigates its Tuscan valley, or the descent into the Lombardy plain of that Alpine offspring the Po. The latter group, characterized by extraordinary spaciousness, and a gradual falling cadence from verse to verse, always leads to a complex involving culture, homeland, and sedentary citizenship, a political and national complex conditioned thus by its watersheds, as well as by the power and direction of its rivers.

The power of Dante’s similes, strange as it may seem, is directly proportional to the possibility of doing without them. They are never dictated by meagre logical necessity. Tell me, please, what was the need to equate the poem nearing the end with a garment – ‘gonna’ (in modern speech – ‘skirt’, and in medieval Italian – at best ‘cloak’ or in general ‘dress’), and to liken oneself to a tailor (Paradiso XXXII, 141-142), who – pardon the expression – has run out of material?

IV

As Dante passed further and further beyond the reach of both the audience of later generations, and of the poets themselves, he became veiled in greater and greater mystery. The author himself strove for clear and distinct understanding. For contemporaries, the process was difficult, tedious, but they were rewarded for it with knowledge. Then matters deteriorated. The ignorant cult of Dantean mysticism unfolded, magnificently devoid, like the very concept of mysticism, of any concrete content. The ‘mysterious’ Dante of French engravings appeared, consisting of a hood, an aquiline nose, and a search for something amidst the rocks. In Russia, one victim of this wilful ignorance on the part of those enthusiastic adherents of Dante who failed to read him, was none other than Blok:

‘Dante’s spirit, with aquiline profile,

Sings of the New Life to me’.

(From Alexander Blok’s poem: Ravenna)

The inward illumination of Dantean space, deduced only from structural elements, was of no interest to anyone.

Now I will show how little Dante’s first readers were occupied with his so-called mystery. I have before my eyes a photograph from a miniature of one of the earliest Dante copies of the mid-fourteenth century, in the collection of the Library of Perugia (the Biblioteca Augusta). Beatrice is revealing the Trinity to Dante. Its bright background with peacock patterns is like a cheerful piece of chintz. The Trinity is depicted above a circle of palm-trees – in the form of three ruddy, red-cheeked, merchant-like characters. Dante Alighieri is depicted as a daring young man, and Beatrice a lively, and chubby, girl. Two absolutely everyday figures: a schoolboy bursting with health addressed by an equally flourishing townswoman.

Spengler, who devoted excellent pages to Dante, nevertheless viewed him from an opera box of the German Burgtheater, and when he says ‘Dante’, one must often understand – ‘Wagner’, in the Munich production.

A purely historical approach to Dante is just as unsatisfactory as a political or theological one. The future of Dante commentary belongs to the natural sciences, when they become sufficiently sophisticated for this and develop their imaginative thinking.

I wish to refute, with all my strength, the disgraceful legend about the unrestrictedly dull coloration, the notorious Spenglerian brownness of Dante. To begin with, I will refer to the testimony of a contemporary illuminator. This miniature is from the same collection of the Perugia Library. It illustrates the first canto of the Inferno: ‘Behold the creature that I turned back from,’

Here is a description of the colours of this wonderful miniature, in a finer manner than the previous one, and quite appropriate to the text.

‘Dante’s clothes are a bright blue (‘adzura chiara’). Virgil has a long beard and grey hair. His toga is also grey. His cape is pink. The mountains are bare and grey.’

Thus, here we see bright azure and pink colours amidst smoke-grey rock.

In the seventeenth canto of the Inferno a monster named Geryon transports Dante and Virgil to the eighth circle below – a kind of super-powerful tank, besides being winged. He offers the poets his services, having been suitably attired by the sovereign hierarchy for the delivery of his passengers.

‘Due branche avea pilose infin l’ascelle:
Lo dosso e il petto ed ambedue le coste
Dipinte avea di nodi e di rotelle.


Con piu color, sommesse e soprapposte,
Non fer mai drappo Tartari ne Turchi,
Ne fur tai tele per Aragne imposte.’

‘Both arms were covered with hair to the armpits; 

The back and chest and both flanks

 Were adorned with knots and circles. 

Tartars or Turks never made cloths

 With more colour, background and embroidery:

 Nor did Arachne spread such webs on her loom.’

(Inferno XVII, 13-18)

We are talking about the color of Geryon’s skin. The monster’s back, chest, and sides are covered with a variegated ornamentation of knots and shields. No brighter colours, Dante explains, are used for their carpets by either Turkish or Tartar weavers...

The brilliance of manufacture displayed by this simile is dazzling, while the perspective on commerce and manufacture granted us is, in the last degree, unexpected.

As regards theme, that of the seventeenth canto of the Inferno, dedicated to usury, is closely related to both commercial production and financial profit. Usury, in the absence of the banking system that was already urgently needed, was an evil of the age, but also a necessity, facilitating the circulation of goods around the Mediterranean. Usurers were shamed in the church and in literature, yet were nevertheless resorted to. Noble houses also indulged in usury – acting as bankers, but operating from a landowning, agrarian base – which especially angered Dante.

The landscape of the seventeenth canto is hot sandy desert, that of the Arabian caravan routes. The usurers of highest rank sit on the sand – Gianfigliacci and Ubbriachi from Florence, Scrovigni from Padua. On the neck of each of them hang bags – or amulets, or purses – their family coats of arms embroidered on a coloured background: an azure lion on a gold background for one; a goose, whiter than freshly churned butter, on a blood red background, for another; and a blue sow on a white background for a third.

Before climbing aboard Geryon and gliding into the abyss, Dante surveys this strange array of family crests. I draw your attention to the fact that the moneylenders’ bags are given to us like paint samples. The energy of the colourful epithets and the manner in which they adorn the verse eclipse the heraldry. The hues are named with a degree of professional accuracy. In other words, they are colours displayed when still on the artist’s palette, in his workshop. And what is so strange about that? Dante was familiar with painting, being a friend of Giotto, and closely followed the development of the painting schools, the changes and trends of fashion.

‘Credette Cimabue ne la pittura
tener lo campo, e ora ha Giotto il grido,
sì che la fama di colui è scura…’
‘Cimabue thought to lead the field, in painting,

 and now Giotto is the cry, 

so that the other’s fame is eclipsed.’ 
(Purgatorio XI, 94)

Having seen enough of the usurers, they seat themselves aboard Geryon. Virgil wraps his arms around Dante’s neck and tells the monstrous guardian to: ‘Make large circles, and let your descent be gentle: think of the strange burden that you carry.’ (Inferno XVII, 97-99). 

The thirst for flight tormented and exhausted the people of Dante’s era no less than alchemy. It was a hunger for the penetration of space. All sense of orientation lost the poets can see nothing. Ahead is only the ‘Tartar’ ornamentation – the terrible silk robe of Geryon’s skin. Speed and direction can only be judged by the air streaming past their faces. The flying machine had not yet been invented, none of Leonardo designs for such yet existed, but the problem of gliding descent has already been solved.

And finally, a simile from falconry is employed. The manoeuvres of Geryon, in slowing down their descent, are likened to the return of an unsuccessful falcon, which, having hunted in vain, hesitates to return to the falconer's call and, once descended, flies off and perches sullenly at a distance.

Now let us attempt to analyse this seventeenth canto as a whole, but from the point of view of the organic chemistry of Dante’s imagery, which has nothing in common with allegory. Instead of retelling what is termed the content, we will look at this link in Dante’s work as a continuous transformation of the material of the poetic substratum, preserving its unity, and striving to penetrate deeper into itself.

Figurative thinking in Dante, as in any true poetry, is carried out with the help of a property of poetic matter, which I propose to call convertibility or reversibility. This development of an image can only conditionally be termed development. Indeed, imagine an aeroplane – disregarding technical feasibility – which, while travelling at full speed, constructs and launches a second machine. This flying machine, while just as precisely maintaining its own course, yet manages to assemble and release a third. For the purposes of accuracy, I will add that the assembly and launching of such a, currently infeasible, new machine, thrown out during passage, is not, for our purpose, to be deemed an additional and extraneous function of these aeroplanes in flight. 

Clearly, only by stretching the term can this series of projectiles be called development, which are constructed on the move, and emerge one from the other, for the sake of preserving the integrity of the initial movement.

The seventeenth canto of the Inferno is a brilliant confirmation of the reversibility of poetic matter in the sense just described. The shape of this reversibility can be depicted in a manner something like this: knots and shields on the motley Tartar skin of Geryon – ornamented silk carpets scattered on a Mediterranean counter-top – a view of maritime trade, banking and piracy – usury and a return to the subject of Florence by means of heraldic bags with samples of unused fresh colours – a thirst for flight, prompted by oriental ornamentation, that directs the matter of the canto towards Arabian fairy tales with their deployment of flying carpets – and, finally, a second return to Florence with the help of a falcon, irreplaceable precisely because of its ineffectiveness.

Not satisfied with this truly wonderful demonstration of the reversibility of poetic matter, leaving far behind all the associative workings of the latest European poetry, Dante, as if in mockery of the slow-witted reader, after everything is unloaded, everything is exhaled, given away, lowers Geryon to the ground and is already suitably equipping him for a fresh journey, as if adjusting the feathers of an arrow yet to be set to the bowstring.

V

Of course, Dante’s drafts have not come down to us. We have no opportunity to work on the history of his text. But it does not follow from this, of course, that there were no scribbled manuscripts or that the text hatched already-formed, like Leda from the egg, or Pallas Athena from the head of Zeus. But the unfortunate distance of six centuries, as well as the incomplete nature of drafts, has played a cruel joke on us. For centuries, Dante has been written and spoken about as if he spoke directly in print.

Dante’s laboratory? That is of no concern. What does it matter to the ignorantly pious? They argue as if Dante had before his eyes a completely finished whole, before he started the work, and was engaged in the technique of casting a statue: having modelled it first in plaster, transferring its form to bronze. At best, they place a chisel in his hands and allow him to carve, or, as they like to say, ‘sculpt’. However, one little detail is forgotten: a chisel simply removes the excess, the sculptor’s draft leaves no material traces (which the public prefers) – while the progress of the sculptor’s work itself corresponds to a series of drafts.

Drafts, in that sense, are never destroyed.

In poetry, in plastic art, and in art in general, there are no ready-made things.

Here we are hindered by a habit of grammatical thinking – of putting the concept of art in the nominative case. We subordinate the process of creativity to our Russian prepositional case, and think of it as if a tailor’s dummy with a leaden heart were swaying about in various directions, undergoing sundry fluctuations according to our questioning: ‘about what?’; ‘about whom?’; ‘what?’; and ‘who?’ – in the end, affirming it in our ‘Buddhistic’ Gymnasium in the nominative case. At the same time, the finished ‘thing’ obeys indirect as well as direct cases to the same extent. Add to this, that our entire doctrine of syntax is a powerful remnant of scholasticism, and, while it has been put in its proper, serviceable place in philosophy and the theory of knowledge, and been completely replaced in mathematics, which has its own independent, original syntax – in art history we have failed to overcome this scholastic syntax, which causes colossal damage every hour.

In European poetry, those furthest away from Dante’s method and – frankly speaking – employing its polar opposite are those who are called Parnassians: Heredia, and Lecomte de Lisle. Much closer to his method is that of Baudelaire. Even closer is Verlaine, and the closest in all of French poetry is Rimbaud. Dante is by nature a mover and shaker of meaning, and a violator of the integrity of the image. The composition of his songs is reminiscent of the workings of a radio network, or the relentless circulation of mail by pigeon-post.

The safety of the vessel, the draft, in this manner, is the law of conservation of energy of the whole work. In order to reach the goal, you need to accept and take into account the wind as it blows from various, slightly different, directions. That is the law of sailing – manoeuvring.

Let us remember that Dante Alighieri lived during the heyday of sailing, and the noble art of sailing. Let us not disdain to keep in mind that he contemplated examples of how to tack and jibe while sailing. Dante deeply revered the art of contemporary navigation. He was a student of that most subtle and plastic skill, known to mankind since ancient times.

I would like to point out here one of the remarkable features of Dante’s psyche – his fear of direct answers, perhaps due to his political situation in that most dangerous, confusing and treacherous of centuries.

While the entire Divina Commedia, as has already been said, is like a vast process of being put to the question, each answer, each direct statement produced by Dante, is literally tortuous: extracted either by the midwife – Virgil, or later through the participation of the wet-nurse – Beatrice.

In the Inferno’s sixteenth canto, the conversation is conducted with the passion of prisoners: no matter how small an interval of time has gone by. Three eminent Florentines ask a question? About what? About the present state of Florence, of course. Their knees are shaking with impatience, and they are afraid to hear the truth. The answer turns out to be lapidary and cruel – and takes the form of a cry. For, Dante himself, after a desperate effort, twitches his chin, and throws back his head – and the effort in the author’s remark is no less expressive:

‘Cosi gridai colla faccia levata...’ (‘So, I cried, with lifted face…’) 

(Inferno, XVI, 76)

Sometimes, Dante knows how to describe a phenomenon in such a way that absolutely nothing remains to be said. To do this, he uses a device that I would like to call Heraclitean metaphor, emphasizing the fluidity of a phenomenon with such force, and erasing it with such a flourish, that direct contemplation, after the work of the metaphor is essentially done, gains no profit from its labour. More than once I have had occasion to say that Dante’s metaphorical devices surpass our concept of composition, since our art history, enslaved to syntactic thinking, is powerless before it.

‘The eighth chasm was gleaming with flames, as numerous as the fireflies the peasant sees, as he rests on the hill, when the sun, who lights the world, hides his face least from us, and the fly gives way to the gnat down there, along the valley, where he gathers grapes, perhaps, and ploughs.

As soon as I came to where the floor showed itself, I saw them, and, as Elisha, the mockery of whom by children was avenged by bears, saw Elijah’s chariot departing, when the horses rose straight to Heaven, and could not follow it with his eyes, except by the flame alone, like a little cloud, ascending, so each of those flames moved, along the throat of the ditch, for none of them show the theft, but every flame steals a sinner.’

(Inferno XXVI, 25-42)

If you are not dizzy from this wonderful crescendo, worthy of a Bach organ fugue, then try indicating which is the second term, which the first term of the comparison here, what is being compared with what, what is the main thing here, and what is the secondary which explains it.

A form of Impressionist preparation is found in a number of Dante’s cantos. Its goal is to give in the form of a scattered alphabet, in the form of a vibrant, luminous, splash of letters, those very elements that, according to the law of the reversibility of poetic matter, ought to be combined in its semantic formulation.

So, in this introduction we behold the flickering luminous dance of the Heraclitean summer midges, preparing us for our perception of the important and tragic speech of Ulysses.

The twenty-sixth canto of the Inferno is of all Dante’s compositions the most to do with navigation, the farthest navigation, and the finest. In its resourcefulness, subtlety, exercise of Florentine diplomacy, and a kind of Greek cunning, it has no equal.

Two main parts are clearly distinguishable in the canto: a light, impressionistic preparatory section, and then the harmonious yet dramatic story told by Ulysses of his last voyage, of his entry to the Atlantic deep, and of a terrible death under the stars of an alien hemisphere.

This canto, analysed with regard to the free flow of thought, is very close to improvisation. But if you listen more carefully, it turns out that the author improvises, internally, in his beloved and cherished Greek language, using for this – only as phonetics and fabric – his native Italian dialect.

If you give a child a thousand rouble note, and then offer to exchange it for a ten-kopek coin then, of course, he will choose the exchange, and, in this manner, you can relieve him of well-nigh the whole amount by giving him something seemingly more tangible. Exactly the same thing happened with European art criticism, which nailed Dante to the engraved landscapes of Hell. No one has yet approached Dante with a geological hammer in order to reveal the crystalline structure of his rock, to study its dissemination, its opacity, its clarity, in order to evaluate it as rock-crystal, subject to the most colourful of accidents.

Our science says: distance oneself from the phenomenon – and one can comprehend it and master it. ‘Remoteness’ (Lomonosov’s expression) and comprehension are, for it, almost indivisible.

Dante’s images are always separating, and passing by. It is difficult to navigate the flow of his multi-streamed verse.

Even before we have had time to contemplate his Tuscan peasant, admired the phosphoric dance of fireflies and failed to follow Elijah’s chariot with our eyes, except by the flame alone, like a little cloud, ascending, Eteocles’ pyre has already been referenced, Penelope has already been named, the Trojan horse has already been left behind, Demosthenes has already lent Ulysses his republican eloquence, and the ship of the ancients has been fully-equipped.

Ancient times, in Dante’s understanding, sought above all, a wide perspective, the broadest view, the circumnavigation of the world. In the Ulysses Canto, the earth is already round.

This canto is about the composition of human blood, which contains ocean brine. The beginning of the journey lies in the system of blood vessels. Blood is planetary, solar, saline...

With all the convolutions of his brain, Dante’s Ulysses despises the hardening of the arteries, in the same way as Farinata despises Hell.

‘O my brothers, who have reached the west, through a thousand dangers, do not deny the brief vigil your senses have left to them, experience of the unpopulated world beyond the Sun. Consider your origin: you were not made to live like brutes, but to follow virtue and knowledge.’ (Inferno XXVI, 112-120)

A planetary metabolism is performed in the veins – and the Atlantic sucks in Ulysses, swallowing his wooden ship.

It is unthinkable to read Dante’s cantos without applying them to the present. They are made for this purpose. They are projectiles aimed at capturing the future. They require comment in the Futurum.

Time for Dante is the content of history, understood as a single synchronistic act, and vice versa: its content is the mutual grasping of time – by his companions, explorers, co-discoverers.

Dante is an anti-modernist. His modernity is inexhaustible, incalculable, and unbounded.

That is why Ulysses’ speech, convex, like the lens of a burning glass, is applicable to the war of the Greeks against the Persians, the discovery of America by Columbus, the daring experiments of Paracelsus, and the global empire of Charles the Fifth.
Canto twenty-six, dedicated to Ulysses and Diomedes, is a perfect introduction to the anatomy of Dante’s eye, so naturally adapted to revealing the very structure of the future tense. Dante had the visual accommodation of birds of prey, not adapted to being directed at a small radius: their hunting area being too large.
The words of the proud Farinata apply to Dante himself:

‘Noi veggiam, come quei ch’ha mala luce’.

‘We see like one who has imperfect vision’

(Inferno X, 100)

That is: we – sinful souls – are able to see and distinguish only the distant future, having a special gift for this. We become absolutely blind, as soon as the door to the future slams shut in front of us. And in this capacity, we are like one who struggles with twilight and, while distinguishing distant objects, fails to discern what is close by.

The commencement of a dance is strongly expressed in the rhythm of this verse of the twenty-sixth canto. Here the noblest freedom of rhythm applies. The feet fit the motion of the waltz:

‘E se gia fosse, non saria per tempo.
Cosi foss’ei, da che pure esser dee;
Che piu gravera, com’piu m’attempo.’

‘And, if it were come already, it would not be too soon: 

would it were so, now, as indeed it must come,

 since it will trouble me more, the older I am.’

(Inferno XXVI, 10-12)

It is difficult for us to penetrate into the last secret of a language foreign to us. It is not for us to judge; we do not have the last word. But it seems to me that precisely herein is the captivating pliability of Italian speech, which only the ear of a native Italian can fully comprehend.

Here I quote Marina Tsvetaeva, who mentions the ‘compliancy of Russian speech’ ...

If you follow, carefully, the movements of an intelligent reader’s mouth, it will seem as if they are communicating with the deaf, that is, working in such a way as to be understood even without sound, articulating each vowel with pedagogical clarity. And it is enough to see how the twenty-sixth canto sounds in order to hear it. I would say that the canto has restless, twitchy, vowels.

The waltz is primarily a flowing dance. Anything remotely similar would be impossible in ancient Hellenic or Egyptian, but conceivable in Chinese, culture – while it is the rule in modern Europe (I owe this comparison to Spengler). At the heart of the waltz is a purely European predilection for repetitive oscillatory movement, that very attention to the wave-form that pervades our entire theories of sound and light, our entire theory of matter, all our poetry, and all our music.

VI

Poetry, envy Crystallography! Bite your nails in anger and impotence! After all, it is recognized that the mathematical combinations necessary for crystal formation cannot be derived from three-dimensional space alone. You are denied the elementary respect that any piece of rock crystal enjoys!

Dante and his contemporaries were ignorant of geological time. They knew nothing of paleontological clocks carbon-dating, ciliated limestone clocks – grainy, granular, multi-layered clocks. They orbited the calendar, dividing the days into quadrants. However, the Middle Ages did not simply adopt the system of Ptolemy – it cloaked itself with it.

Aristotle’s physics was added to biblical genetics. Those two ill-adapted things refused to merge. The enormous explosive power of the Book of Genesis – the idea of ​​spontaneous genesis – attacked the tiny island of the Sorbonne from all sides, and we would not be mistaken in saying that Dante’s people lived in the archaic world, whose whole circumference modernity’s waves washed, just as Tyutchev’s Ocean embraces the globe of the earth.  (cf. his poem beginning ‘As Ocean embraces the globe, so earthly life is embraced by dreams and fancies’) It is already difficult for us to imagine how things absolutely familiar to everyone – the contents of a school primer that was a compulsory part of their education – how the whole biblical cosmogony with its Christian appendages could be perceived by educated people then quite literally, as a fresh newspaper is now, as a special issue.

And if we approach Dante from this point of view, it turns out that in the Biblical stories he saw not so much their fixedly sacred aspect, but more objects, to be played with aided by fresh reportage and passionate experimentation.

In the twenty-sixth canto of the Paradiso, Dante even conducts a personal conversation with Adam, a genuine interview. He is assisted by Saint John the Divine, the author of the Book of Revelation.

I maintain that all the elements of modern experimentation are present in Dante’s approach to tradition. Namely: the deliberate creation of a special environment for the experiment, the use of instruments the accuracy of which cannot be doubted, and the verification of the result, with its summons to clarity.

The environment of this twenty-sixth canto can be described as a solemn examination in a musical setting, and with optical instruments. Music and optics are the essence of the thing.

The paradoxical nature of Dante's ‘experimentation’ lies in his darting back and forth between example and experiment. Examples are drawn from the patriarchal sack of ancient ‘knowledge’ in order to be returned to it as soon as the need is over. The experiment, extracting from the sum of past experience these or other ‘facts’ it needs, no longer returns what it has borrowed according to the letter, but places it in circulation.

The gospel parables, the scholastic examples of elementary science, are pieces of bread that are eaten and thereby destroyed. His experimental science, removing such examples from their coherent whole, forms from them, as it were, a store of seeds – secured, inviolable, and constituting, as it were, the properties of unborn and imminent time.

The position of the experimenter in relation to his factology, insofar as he strives to link to its unique certainty, is essentially rapid, agitated, with the face turned to one side. The process is reminiscent of the positions of the waltz, I have already mentioned, since after each half-turn, the dancer’s heels, although they are together, are each time in a new and qualitatively different place. The Mephisto-waltz of experimentation that whirls our heads around was conceived, in the thirteenth-century and perhaps long before it, as a process of poetic shaping, proceeding in wave-form, through the reversibility of poetic matter, the most exacting of all matters, the most prophetic, and most indomitable.

Beneath the theological terminology, that school-primer of primitive allegory, we have overlooked the experimental dance of Dante’s Commedia – we have awarded Dante the status of a dead science, while his theology is in truth a dynamic vessel.

To a tactile hand placed on the neck of a warm jug, the jug takes on its shape precisely because it is warm. Warmth in this case is more important than form, and it is that which performs the sculptural function. In its chill form, forcibly detached from its intensity, Dante’s Commedia is suitable only for parsing with mechanical tweezers, not for reading or performing.

‘Come quando dall’acqua o dallo specchio
Salta lo raggio all’opposita parte,
Salendo su per lo modo parecchio

A quel che scende, e tanto si diparte
Dal cader della pietra in egual tratta,
Si come mostra esperienza ed arte...’

‘Just as when a ray of light bounces 

from the water’s surface towards the opposite direction,

 ascending at an equal angle to that at which it falls,

and travelling as far from the perpendicular line 

of a falling stone, in an equal distance, 

as science and experiment show…’

(Purgatorio XV, 16-21)

At the moment when Dante began to feel the need for an empirical verification of the data of tradition, when he first had a taste for what I propose to call sacred – in quotation marks – induction, the concept of the ‘Divina Commedia’ was already unfolding, and its success was already, internally, guaranteed. 

The poem has its most baroque side tuned to authority – it is loudest, most orchestral when dogma, the canon, the firm words of a Chrysostom inform it. Yet the problem for us is that in authority, or, more precisely, in authoritarianism, we see only an attempted insurance against error, and do not at all understand the grandiose music of innocent trust, subtle as an Alpine rainbow, those nuances of probability and belief that Dante employs.

‘Col quale il fantolin corre alla mamma’
‘That faith, with which a little boy runs to his mother’

(Purgatorio XXX, 44)

With that trust, is how Dante flirts with authority.

A number of the cantos of the Paradiso are conducted as if within the strict environment of an oral exam. In some places one even hears the hoarse bass of the examiner and the nervous voice of the examinee. The background insertion of this grotesque genre painting (‘the oral exam’) is a necessary attribute of those noble and orchestral compositions of this third part of the Commedia. And an initial example is given already in the second canto of the Paradiso (a dispute with Beatrice about the origin of the dark spots on the moon).

In order to understand the very nature of Dante’s relationship with authority, that is, the form and method of its cognition, it is necessary to take into account both the orchestral setting of the examinee-cantos of the Comedy and the preparation of the organs of perception themselves. I am not speaking of the remarkable experiment with a candle and three mirrors, where it is proved that apparent brightness does not alter with distance, yet I cannot but note this preparation of the eye for the apperception of new things.

This preparation develops into real anatomy: Dante guesses the layered structure of the retina: ‘di gonna in gonna’ (‘from layer to layer’)

Music here is not an invited guest from the outside, but a participant in the dispute; more precisely, it promotes the exchange of opinions, links it, favours syllogistic absorption, stretches the premises, and compresses the conclusions. Its role is both as absorbent and solvent – its role is wholly chemical.

When you read Dante in depth, and with complete conviction, when you enter, wholly, the active field of poetic matter; when you match and measure your intonations with the echoes of orchestral and thematic groupings that appear every minute above that pitted and quivering semantic surface; when you begin to detect, through the smoky-crystalline stony layers of sound, the inclusions embedded in them, that is, the overtones and imaginings assigned to it not by the poetic, but by the geological mind, then the purely vocal intonational and rhythmic work is replaced by a more powerful, coordinating activity – the hegemony of the conductor’s guiding baton exerts its power over the space of the voices launched at him, standing above the voices like a more complex mathematical dimension projecting from the spatial three.

Which comes first, listening or conducting? If conducting is just an addition to the flow of the music, then what is its purpose, if the orchestra is fine in itself, if it plays flawlessly? An orchestra without a conductor, cherished like a dream, belongs to the same category of ‘ideals’ of pan-European banality as the world language Esperanto, symbolizing the linguistic ‘teamwork’ of all mankind.

Let us examine how the conductor’s baton first appeared, and we will see that it came neither too late nor too early, but exactly when it should have arrived, and it came as a new, original type of activity, creating its new regime through the air alone.

Let us hear how the modern conductor’s baton was born, or rather hatched from the orchestra.

1732 – Time (tempo, or beat) – previously marked with the foot, now usually with the hand. Conductor, conducteur, anführer (Walther, ‘Musicalisches Lexicon’) 

1753 – Baron Grimm calls the conductor of the Paris Opera a chopper-of-wood, in accordance with the custom of beating time for all to hear, a custom that has dominated French opera since the time of Lully (Schünemann, ‘Geschichte der Dirigierens’, 1913).

1810 – At the Frankenhausen Music Festival, Louis Spohr conducted with a stick rolled out of paper, ‘without the least noise, and without the slightest contortion of countenance.’ (Louis Spohr’s ‘Autobiography’, cf. Adam Kars ‘History of Orchestration’, published, in Russian, by ‘Muzgiz’, the Soviet State Music Publishing House, 1932)

The conductor’s baton was born very late – a chemically active orchestra preceded it. The usefulness of the conductor’s baton is far from exhausted in its mere application. In the dance of the conductor, standing with back to the audience, the chemical nature of orchestral sounds finds expression. And this wand is far from being an external, administrative appendage or a kind of symphonic policeman that can be eliminated in an ideal state. It is nothing more than the dance of a chemical formula integrating audible actions. I also ask you not to consider it as merely an additional mute instrument, invented for greater clarity and delivering additional pleasure. In a sense, this invulnerable stick contains qualitatively all the elements of the orchestra. But how does it contain them? It lacks the scent of them, and cannot scent them. It has no scent in the same way that the chemical sign for chlorine lacks the scent of chlorine, just as the formula for ammonia lacks ammonia or the scent of ammonia.

Dante was chosen as the subject of this talk, not because I proposed to focus attention on him in order to study the classics, and sit him down at some kind of Valerii Kirpotin (the Soviet Literary historian) table d’hôte of ‘Literature’ along with Shakespeare and Leo Tolstoy, but because he is indisputably the greatest master of reversible, circulating poetic matter, the earliest, and at the same time the strongest, chemical conductor who exists only in the influxes and waves, only in the ups and downs, of poetic composition.

VII

Dante’s cantos are the scores of a specialised chemical orchestra, in which the similes are distinguishable to the outer ear, and are equivalent to impulses; and the solo parts, that is, arias and ariosos, are unique self-confessions, self-flagellations or autobiographies, sometimes short and fitting in the palm of your hand, sometimes lapidary, like epitaphs; sometimes unfolded, like a letter of commendation issued by a medieval university; sometimes highly developed, articulated, and reaching a dramatic operatic maturity, such as Francesca’s famous cantilena.

The thirty-third canto of the Inferno, containing Ugolino’s tale of how he and his three sons were starved to death in the prison tower by the Archbishop of Pisa, Ruggieri, sounds with a cello’s timbre, dense and heavy, like rancid, poisoned honey.

The density of the cello timbre is best suited to rouse expectation, and an agonized impatience. There is no force in the world that could accelerate the movement of honey flowing from a tilted bottle. Therefore, the cello could take shape, and did take shape, only when the European analysis of time had achieved sufficient success, when the thoughtless sundial, that former observer of a shadow moving over Roman numerals on the sand, had turned into a passionate accomplice in diverse torments, a martyr to the infinitesimal. The cello slows the tempo no matter how fast it is. Ask Brahms – he knows it is so. Ask Dante – he hears it.

Ugolino’s story is one of the most significant of Dante’s arias, one of those cases where a person, having received a unique opportunity to be heard, which will never arise again, is completely transformed before the eyes of the listener, plays on his misfortune like a virtuoso, and extracts from his troubles an unknown timbre hitherto unheard by anyone, even himself.

It should be firmly remembered that timbre is a structural property, like the alkalinity or acidity of a particular chemical compound. The flask is not merely a space in which a chemical reaction takes place. That would be too simple.

The cello-like voice of Ugolino, who is cloaked in an overgrown prison beard, starving, and incarcerated with his three little sons, one of whom bears the acute violin-like name Anselmuccio, pours out from a

‘Breve pertugio dentro dalla muda’
‘a narrow crack inside the tower’
(Inferno XXXIII, 22),

It swells from the sounding-box of that cell – here the cello is deeply in accord with its prison. Il carcere, the tower, complements and acoustically conditions the speech-work of this autobiographical cello.

In the Italian subconscious, prisons played an eminent role. Nightmares involving imprisonment were absorbed with the mother’s milk. The thirteenth century cast people into prison with amazing nonchalance. Ordinary prisons were open to the public, like churches or museums. The people’s concern with regard to prison was exploited both by the jailers themselves, and by the intimidating apparatus of even small Italian states. Between the prison and the free outside world there was a lively communication, reminiscent of a process of diffusion – a mutual percolation.

And here is the story of Ugolino – one of those casual anecdotes, a nightmare with which mothers frighten children – one of those pleasing horrors that is happily murmured, tossing and turning in bed, as a remedy for insomnia. It is a familiar ballad, like Bürger’s ‘Lenora’, the ‘Lorelei’ or Goethe’s ‘Erlkönig’.

In this form, it corresponds to a glass flask, readily accessible and comprehensible, regardless of the qualities of the chemical process taking place within it.

But the cello’s ‘largo’, presented by Dante on behalf of Ugolino, has its own space, its own structure, revealed through its timbre. The familiar flask, the familiar ballad, is shattered to smithereens. Chemistry begins within its architectonic drama.

‘I’non so chi tu sei, ne per che modo

Venuto se’quaggiu; ma Fiorentino
Mi sembri veramente quand’io t’odo.
Tu dei saper ch’io fui Conte Ugolino...’

‘I do not know who you are,

nor by what means you have come down here,

but when I hear you, you seem to me, in truth, a Florentine.

You must know that I am Count Ugolino…’

(Inferno XXXIII, 10-14)

‘You must know’ – ‘tu dei saper’ – the first thrust of the cello, the first protrusion of the theme.

The second cello thrust: if you don't cry now, then I don't know what can squeeze tears out of your eyes...

Here truly boundless horizons of compassion are revealed. Moreover, the compassionate one is invited to be a new partner to the tale, and this vibrating voice is already resounding from the distant future.

Moreover, I did not mention the ballad-form accidentally. Ugolino’s story is precisely a ballad in its chemical essence, although it is enclosed in a prison retort. Here are the following elements of the ballad: a father's conversation with his sons (remember Goethe’s ‘Erlkönig’: ‘The Forest King’); the pursuit of elusive speed, continuing the parallel, that is, with the ‘Forest King’; in the one case – a frantic gallop with a trembling son in his arms, in the other – a prison scene, that is, the count of dripping beats, bringing the father with four children close to being mathematically representable, but the father’s consciousness to the impossible threshold of starvation. The same leaping rhythm is given here in a hidden form – in the deaf howls of the cello, which strives with all its might to escape its situation, and gives a portrait in sound of an even more terrible, slow-speed chase, decomposing into the finest fibres.

Finally, as the cello speaks madly to itself, and squeezes question and answer from itself, Ugolino’s story is interrupted by the touching and helpless remarks of his son:

‘...ed Anselmuccio mio
Disse: “Tu guardi si, padre: che hai?”’ —

‘…and my little Anselm said to me: 

“Father, you stare so, what is wrong?”’ 

(Inferno XXXIII, 30-31)

That is, the dramatic structure of the story itself follows from its timbre, and it is not the timbre itself that is sought for and then adopted en bloc.

VIII

It seems to me that Dante carefully studied various speech defects, listened to stutterers, lisping ill-pronounced letters, and learned much from them.

Thus, I wish to speak about the sound colours of this thirty-second canto of the Inferno.

There is a strange music from the lips: ‘abbo’ – ‘gabbo’ – ‘babbo’ – ‘Tebe’ – ‘plebe’ – ‘zebe’ – ‘converrebbe’. It is as if a wet-nurse is involved in the creation of phonetics. The lips now protrude childishly, then stretch to meet the tongue.

The labials form, as it were, a ‘figured bass’ – a basso continuo that is, the chordal basis of harmonization. Smacking, sucking, whistling, as well as chattering and clicking teeth are attached to them.

I pull out only one thread to choose from: ‘cagnazzi’ – ‘riprezzo’ – ‘quazzi’ – ‘mezzo’ – ‘gravezza’ ...

This pinched, explosive, smacking of the lips does not cease for a second.

Interspersed throughout this canto is a dictionary, what I would call an assortment of student taunts or bloodthirsty school jibes: ‘cuticagna’ – take by the nape, of the neck; ‘dischiomi’ – to strip the hair behind; ‘sonar con el mascelle’ – bark like a dog. With the aid of this deliberately shameless, deliberately infantile orchestration Dante crystallizes the soundscape of Giudecca (the circle of Judas) and Caina (the circle of Cain).

‘Non fece al corso suo si grosso velo
D’inverno la Danoia in Osteric,
Ne Tanai la sotto il freddo cielo,

Com’era quivi: che, se Tambernic
Vi fosse su caduto, o Pietrapana,
Non avria pur dall’orlo fatto cric.’

‘The Danube, in Austria, never formed

 so thick a veil for its winter course, 

nor the Don, far off under the frozen sky, as was here: 

if Mount Tambernic in the east,

 or Mount Pietrapana, had fallen on it, 

it would not have even creaked at the margin.’
(Inf., XXXII, 25-30)

Suddenly, for no reason at all, a Slavic duck quacks: ‘Osteric’, ‘Tambernic’, ‘cric’ (an onomatopoeic – ‘creak’).
The ice gives forth a phonetic explosion, and cracks, yielding the names of the Danube and Don. The craving for cold of the thirty-second canto came from introducing physics to the moral idea: betrayal – frozen conscience – the chill of shame – absolute zero.

The thirty-second canto in tempo is a modern scherzo. But of what? An anatomical scherzo pursuing the degeneration of speech through onomatopoeic infantile material.

Here a new connection is revealed – food and speech. Speech is shamefully reversed, retracted – to gnaw, bite, gurgle – masticate.

The articulation of speech and eating almost coincide. A strange cicada-like phonetics is created:

‘…mettendo i denti in nota di cicogna.’
" …chattering with their bills, like storks.’

(Inferno XXXII, 36)

Finally, it should be noted that the thirty-second canto is overflowing with anatomical voluptuousness: there is one ‘whose chest and shadow, were pierced, at one blow’ (Inferno XXXII,61-62). In the same place, with a purely surgical, delight: 

‘... di cui segò Fiorenza la gorgiera’
‘…whose throat was slit by Florence’.

(Inferno XXXII, 120)

And again: ‘and the uppermost set his teeth into the other, as bread is chewed, out of hunger, there where the back of the head joins the nape.’ (Inferno XXXII, 127-129)

All this dances, like to a Dürer skeleton on hinges, and leads to German anatomy.

One who kills is, after all, somewhat like an anatomist.

The executioner in the Middle Ages is, after all, something of a scientist.

The arts of war, and the executioner’s skill, haunt the threshold of the anatomical theatre.

IX

The Inferno is a pawnshop where all the countries and cities known to Dante are pledged without ransom. Its powerful design, that of infernal circles, possesses a solid frame. Its form cannot be conveyed by portraying it as a funnel. It cannot be depicted on a relief map. His ‘Hell’ hangs from an iron frame of urban selfishness.

It is wrong to think of the Inferno as something voluminous, as some kind of combination of huge circuits, deserts with burning sands, stinking swamps, Babylonian columns, and burning-hot mosques. Hell does not contain anything in itself, and has no volume, just as an epidemic, an outbreak of an ulcer or a plague, just as any infection simply spreads, without itself being spatial.

Urbanity, urbanism, hatred of a city – this is the matter of the Inferno. The circles of Hell are merely Saturn’s rings, here those of emigration. For the exile, his one forbidden, and irretrievably lost city is scattered everywhere – he is surrounded by it. I would say that the Inferno is surrounded by Florence. Dante’s Italian cities – Pisa, Florence, Lucca, Verona – those lovely civic planets – are stretched into monstrous rings, stretched into belts, returned to a foggy, gaseous state.

The anti-landscapes of the Inferno constitute, as it were, the condition for its visibility.

Imagine Fouquet’s grand experiment being performed, not by one but by many pendulums, swinging one above another. Here, space exists only insofar as it is a receptacle for their amplitudes. To crystallize Dante’s images is as unthinkable as to list the names of people who participated in the migration of peoples.
‘Just as the Flemings between Bruges and Wissant make their dykes to hold back the sea, fearing the flood that beats against them; and as the Paduans do, along the Brenta, to defend their towns and castles, before Carinthia’s mountains feel the thaw; so those banks were similarly formed, though their creator, whoever it might be, made them neither as high or as deep.’ (Inferno XV, 4-12).

Here the arcs of the polynomial pendulum swing from Bruges to Padua, delivering a course in European geography, and a lecture on engineering, urban security, organization of public works, and the national significance of the Alpine watershed for Italy.

We – crawling on our knees before such lines of verse – what have we kept from this wealth? Where are his successors, where are his disciples? What to do with our poetry, shamefully lagging, as it does, behind science?

It is terrible to think that the dazzling explosions of modern physics and kinetics were employed six hundred years before their thunder sounded, while there are no words to stigmatize the shameful, barbaric indifference towards them of the sad compositors of ready-made meaning.

Poetic speech creates its tools as it goes, and destroys them as it goes.

Of all our arts, only painting, in the new French mode, has not yet ceased to hear Dante. This is a mode of painting that elongates the bodies of horses approaching the finish line at the hippodrome.

Every time a metaphor rouses the vegetal colours of being to an articulate impulse, I remember Dante with gratitude.

We describe exactly what cannot be described, that is, the motionless texture of nature, and we have forgotten how to describe the only things that lend themselves to poetic representation by their very structure, that is, impulses, intentions, and fluctuations in amplitude.

Ptolemy has returned by the back-door!... There was no need to burn Giordano Bruno at the stake!...

Our creations are known to everyone in the womb, while Dante’s many-limbed, multi-winged and kinetically heated similes still retain their charm by not having been retold to anyone.

His ‘reflexology of speech’ is amazing – a whole science, as yet undeveloped, regarding the spontaneous psycho-physiological effect of the word on the interlocutor, on the speaker themself and on those around them – as well as the means by which he conveys the impulse for speech; signals that is, with light, a sudden desire to speak.

Here he comes closest to the wave theory of sound and light, and determines their relationship.

“Sometimes a creature struggles under a cloth, so that its intent is visible, because what covers it follows its movement: and, similarly, that primal soul made the joy, with which it came to serve my pleasure, apparent through its surface.’ (Paradiso XXVI, 97-102).

In the third part of the Commedia (the Paradiso) I find a real kinetic ballet. There are all kinds of light dance figures, including the tapping of heels at a wedding.

“The four torches stood burning in front of my eyes, and the first one, that had neared me, began to grow more intense: and became like Jupiter, if he and Mars were birds, and exchanged plumage, his silver-white for Mars’ warlike red.’ (Paradiso XXVII, 10-15).

Is it not strange? A man who is about to speak is ‘armed with a tightly drawn bow’, ‘stockpiles feathered arrows’, ‘prepares mirrors and convex lenses’, and ‘squints at the stars like a tailor threading a needle’s eye’...

This combined quotation, bringing together different parts of the Commedia, I have compiled as a naive characterization of the preparation for speech in Dante’s poetry.

These preparatory moves are even more his sphere than articulation itself, that is, the act of speaking.

Remember the wondrous supplication addressed by Virgil to the most cunning of the Greeks.

The whole of it vibrates with the softness of Italian diphthongs. With the curling, fawning, stuttering tongues of oil-lamps, murmuring round their unprotected wicks...

‘O voi, che siete due dentro ad un foco,
S’io meritai di voi mentre ch’io vissi,
S’io meritai di voi assai o poco...’

‘O you, who are two in one fire, 

if I was worthy of you when I lived, 

if I was worthy of you, greatly or a little…’ 
(Inferno XXVI, 79-81)

By their voice, Dante determines the origin, fate and character of a person, as modern medicine deduces health from the colour of the urine.

X

He is filled with a feeling of inexpressible gratitude for the precious riches that fall into his hands. After all, he is filled with no slight concerns: it is necessary to prepare the space for sudden influxes, it is necessary to remove the cataract from obscured vision, it is necessary to take care that the generous outpour of poetic matter does not leak through the fingers, does not flow into an empty sieve.

‘Tutti dicean: “Benedictus qui venis”,
E fior gittando di sopra e dintorno,
“Manibus o date lilia plenis”’.

‘All were saying: “Benedictus qui venis: Blessed art thou that comest” 

and, scattering flowers above and around, 

“Manibus o date lilia plenis: O give lilies with full hands.”’
(Purgatorio XXX, 19-21)

The secret of his capacity is that he does not generate a single word from himself. He is driven by many things, but not fiction, not invention. Dante and fantasy are incompatible!... Shame on you, you French romantics, unhappy incroyables in red waistcoats, who slandered Alighieri! Where is his fantasy? He writes from dictation, he is a copyist, he is an interpreter... He is bent in the pose of a scribe, glancing sideways in fear at the illuminated original loaned to him from the prior’s library.

It seems I’ve forgotten to mention that the Commedia automatically takes writing as a sort of premise. That is true, but perhaps too narrow. If we view this amazing work from the angle of writing, from the angle of the independent art of writing, which by the fourteenth century was quite on an equal footing with painting, with music, and held its place among the most respected professions, then a new analogy can be added to all the analogies already given – writing from dictation, a copyist copying.

Sometimes, very rarely, he shows us his writing instrument. The feather is a ‘penna’, that is, it participates in bird-flight; the ink is called ‘inchiostro’, that is, monastically affiliated; also, the verses are called ‘inchiostri’, or as denoted by the Latin school ‘versi’, or, even more modestly, ‘carte’, a startling substitution, that is, of pages for verses.

And once the text is written, and complete, that is not yet the end, since it is necessary to carry it somewhere, show it to someone, so that they can peruse it and praise it.

Here it is not enough to say ‘copying’ – here is calligraphy written at the dictation of the most formidable and impatient of speakers. The speaker, the dictator, is much more important than the poet so-termed.

Here there is another task, for the manuscript must be shown, drenched in the tears of the bearded student, to that strictest of readers, Beatrice, who shines not only with glory, but also with literacy.

Long before Arthur Rimbaud’s ‘alphabet of colours’, Dante matched his hues to the fullness of articulate speech. But he is a dyer, a textile worker. His alphabet is the alphabet of fluttering fabrics, dyed with coloured powders – vegetable paints.

‘Sopra candido vel cinta d’oliva
Donna m’apparve, sotto verde manto,
Vestita di color di fiamma viva.’
‘A lady appeared to me, crowned with olive-leaves,

 over a white veil, dressed in colours of living flame, 

beneath a green cloak.’

(Purgatorio XXX, 31-33)

His impulses towards colour are roused more by textiles than the alphabet. The hues for him are revealed only in fabrics. Dante’s textiles represent matter at its highest tension, as a substance determined by its colouration. And weaving is the occupation closest to it, qualitatively.

Here I will try to describe one of the countless flights of Dante’s conductor’s baton. We will consider this flight in the form of a rich and spontaneous labour.

Let us commence with a letter of the alphabet. A pen can draw calligraphic letters, display proper names and common nouns. A feather is a piece of a bird’s body. Dante, who never forgets the origin of things, clearly remembers this. The technique of writing, with its pressure and amplitude, develops into the figure of the flight of a flock of birds.

‘E come augelli surti di riviera,
Quasi congratulando a lor pasture,
Fanno di se or tonda or altra schiera,

Si dentro ai lumi sante creature
Volitando cantavano, e faciensi
Or d, or i, or l, in sue figure.’

‘And, as birds, rising from the river-bank,

flock in wheeling or extended shapes,

as if they were delighted by their pastures,

so, the sacred beings in the lights

sang, flying, and formed

now d or i or l.’

(Paradiso XVIII, 73-78)

Just as the letters, from the hand of a scribe who obeys the speaker, standing outside literature as a finished product, are drawn to the lure of meaning as to sweet food, so the birds, drawn by green grass, now scattered, now together, peck at random, then wheel in a circle, then stretch out into a line...

Writing and speech are incommensurable. Letters correspond to intervals. The old Italian grammar, just like our Russian one, is still the same agitated flock of birds, the same motley Tuscan ‘schiera’, the Florentine crowd, that is, changing laws like gloves, and forgetting by evening the decrees issued this morning for the common good.

There is no syntax – there is a magnetized impulse, a longing for the food-vessel, a longing for sustenance, a longing for unwritten law, a longing for Florence.

XI

Let us return once again to the question of Dante’s use of colour.

The inside of a stony mountain, Aladdin’s hidden cave, glowing in the lamp-light, the chambers within suspended fish-like, is the most useful key to understanding the colouration of the Commedia.

A mineralogical collection is the best of organic commentaries on Dante.

Allow me a little autobiographical confession. The pebbles of the Black Sea, thrown up by the tide, were of great help to me when the idea of this talk was maturing. I frankly consulted with chalcedony, carnelian, crystal gypsum, spars, quartz, etc. Then I realized that stone is like a diary of weather, a meteorological residue. The stone is nothing but the climate itself, detached from the atmosphere and concealed in a functional space. In order to understand this, one must imagine that all geological changes and shifts themselves are completely decomposable into elements of climate. In this sense, meteorology is more primary than mineralogy, embraces it, encompasses it, is more ancient and comprehensive.

The charming pages devoted by Novalis to mining and excavation make concrete the relationship between stone and culture, culture produced by a process, stone produced by the climate.

Stone is an impressionistic diary of the climate accumulated through millions of harsh eras; but it is not only the past, it is also the future: there is a periodicity in it. It is Aladdin’s lamp, penetrating the geological half-light of future times.

By connecting the incompatible, Dante changed the structure of time, and perhaps vice versa: he was forced to aim at a glossary of facts, a synchronism of events, names, and legends, separated by centuries, precisely because he heard the overtones of time.

The method Dante chooses is anachronistic – and Homer, speaking with a sword at his side, in the company of Virgil, Horace, and Lucan, from the dim shadows of the pleasing Orphic choir, where the four of them while away a dry-eyed eternity in literary conversation, is his best exponent.

His indicators of the status of time are not only astronomical bodies, but absolutely all objects and characters. Everything that is merely mechanical is alien to him. He is squeamish about rigid causality: such prophecies are good for pigs in their styes.

‘Faccian le bestie Fiesolane strame
Di lor medesme, e non tocchin la pianta,
S’alcuna surge ancor nel lor letame...’
‘Let the herd from Fiesole make manure 

of themselves, but not touch the plant 

in which the sacred seed of those Romans revives…’

(Inferno XV, 73-75)

To the direct question, what is the Dantean metaphor, I would answer – I know not, since metaphor can only be defined metaphorically – which is a thing scientifically substantiated. But it seems to me that Dante’s metaphor denotes the status of time. Its essence is not in the word ‘how’, but in the word ‘when’. His ‘quando’ sounds like ‘come’. Ovid’s murmur is closer to him than the French eloquence of Virgil.

Again and again, I turn to the reader and ask them to ‘imagine’ something internally; in other words, I turn to an analogy that sets itself the single goal – of compensating for the inadequacy of our system of definitions. 

So, imagine that the patriarch Abraham and King David, all Israel, with Isaac, Jacob and all their relations and Rachel, for whose sake Jacob suffered so much, have entered into a singing and sounding organ, as if into an open mansion, and concealed themselves within it.

And that even earlier, our forefather Adam with his son Abel, and the old man Noah, and Moses, the legislator and law-abiding citizen, had entered it ...

‘Trasseci l’ombra del primo parente,
D’Abel suo figlio, e guella di Noe,
Di Moise legista e ubbidiente;

Abraham patriarca, e David re,
Israel, con lo padre, e co’suoi nati,
E con Rachele, per cui tanto fe’...’

(Inferno, IV, 55-60)

And that after this, the organ acquires the ability to move – all its pipes and stops brought to an extraordinary degree of agitation, ever more furiously, until its sound begins to die away.

If the halls of the Hermitage Museum suddenly filled with madness, if the paintings of all the schools and old masters suddenly fell from their hooks, invaded one another, mingled, and filled the rooms’ air with a futuristic roar and a violent colourful excitement, then something like Dante’s Commedia would have arrived.

To remove Dante from the school of rhetoric is to render an important service to the European enlightenment. I hope that centuries of work will not be required here, but it is only by a unified international effort that it will be possible to create a genuine anti-commentary on the work of generations of scholastics, creeping philologists and false biographers. Disrespect for poetic matter, the which is comprehended only through the performance of poetry, only through the flight of the conductor’s baton – this alone is the reason for the general blindness towards Dante’s matter, the greatest master and manager of such matter, the greatest conductor in European art, who by many centuries preceded the formation of an orchestra adequate – to what? – to the conductor’s much-needed baton… 

Calligraphic composition, carried out by means of improvisation, is approximately the formula for Dante’s impulse, taken both as a flight and as something prepared. Similes are articulate impulses.

The most complex and constructive parts of the poem are performed using a flute, as a lure. The flute is quite often employed.

Here I have in mind Dante’s canto-introductions, which he releases as if at random, as if they were trial balloons.

‘Quando si parte il giuoco della zara,
Colui che perde si riman dolente,
Ripetendo le volte, e tristo impara:

Con l’altro se ne va tutta la gente:
Qual va dinanzi, e qual di retro il prende,
E qual da lato gli si reca a mente.

Ei non s’arresta, e questo e quello intende;
A cui porge la man piu non fa pressa;
E cosi dalla calca si difende.’

‘When the gambling game breaks up,

the one who loses stays there grieving,

repeating the throws, saddened by experience:

the crowd all follow the winner:

some go in front, some snatch at him from behind,

or, at his side, recall themselves to his mind.

He does not stop, and attends to this one and that one.

Those, to whom he stretches out his hand, cease pressing on him:

and so, he saves himself from the crush.’

(Purgatorio, VI, 1-9)

So, this ‘street-ballad’ of the Purgatorio begins, with its hustle and bustle of importunate Florentine souls, demanding, firstly, gossip, secondly, interaction and, thirdly, gossip again, played on a kind of lure, on that typical Flemish flute which is only painted three hundred years later.

Another curious consideration arises: the commentary (the explanation) is an integral structural part of the Comedy itself. The wondrous vessel emerges from the shipyard with barnacles stuck to it. The commentary is derived from street talk, from rumour, from many-mouthed Florentine slander. It has an air of inevitability, like the halcyon’s song, gathering round Batiushkov’s vessel (cf. Konstantin Batiushkov’s poem, ‘The Shade of a Friend’).

‘... Here, here, look: old Marzucco is coming ... How well he behaved at his son’s funeral! The hand of the widow was involved there... By the way, here he is himself – let’s go and ask...’

Poetic matter has no voice. It does not depict itself in paint, does not express itself in words. It has no form in the same way as it is devoid of content, for the simple reason that it exists only in execution. The finished thing is nothing but a calligraphic product that inevitably remains as the result of an impulsive performance. If a pen is dipped in an inkwell, then the thing that is achieved, once it halts, is merely an alphabet, wholly commensurate with the inkwell.

When speaking of Dante, it is more correct to speak of the formation of impulses, rather than the formation of shapes – textile-weaving, sailing, teaching, weather-forecasting, engineering, the execution of municipal works, handicrafts and other similar impulses, the list of which can be continued indefinitely.

In other words, the syntax confuses us. All nominatives should be replaced by datives indicating direction. This is the law of reversible and circulating poetic matter, which exists only in the performance of an impulse.

...Here everything is reversed: the noun is the goal, the object, not the subject, of the phrase. The object of Dantean science will, I hope, be the study of the command of both text and impulse.

Written c.1933

2
2

