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Symbol of Undetermined Faith.
A Note on Aleksej Krucényx’s Vowel Poem “Heights”

With his gift for Futurist flamboyance and modernist shock, Aleksej Kruc¢ényx
produced playful and highly enigmatic poetry that has attracted and bedeviled readers
and critics for over a century. Our observations in this article focus on Krucényx’s vowel
poem “Boicorsr: Bceaenckuit aspik” (Heights: universal language)'. The poem features
the stylistic earmarks of the Cubo-Futurist linguistic universe and as such constitutes a
concise manifesto of the Cubo-Futurist, expressed ironically as an anti-symbolist creed.
First appeating in the fall of 1913 in the collection Aoxvian ayna?, “Heights” is an af-
firmation of Krucényx’s assertion that vowels, unlike consonants, represent a universal
expression of “idea” independent of the bounds of conventional words. Yet, unlike the
poet’s more frequently cited pieces such as “apip Oya mpia” and far from representing
a simple concatenation of phonemes written with indeterminate exuberance, this poem
presents a statement as universal in scope and consequence as Kruc¢ényx’s own prose
manifestos”.

From its first appearance “Borcorsr” was assumed to be a self-conscious expres-
sion of the author’s own belief in the supremacy of vowels in the phonemic universe.
Kruc¢ényx firmly held that it was time for poetry to move into a radically different arena
and be liberated from the tyranny of the wotd, ze. the word needed to become com-
pletely autonomous of the meaning. Key to attaining this liberation was what Kruc¢ényx
saw as the indeterminate but universal nature of the vowels. Since vowels come un-
encumbered with specific lexical charge, it is the prerogative and responsibility of the
reader to determine any “meaning” that the vowels might impose on the poem:

' An abridged version of this material was presented at the NEMI.A Conference in

Boston, USA on 26 February 2009. I would like to express my gratitude to those who have
commented on this article and in particular to Dr. Karen Rosenflanz who provided valuable and
insightful comments on eatly versions of this paper.

2 Krucényx edited and contributed to this work of the Helacia group along with various
other Futurist writers. A second edition appeared in 1914.

3 Kruéényx was renowned of course for his contributions to the manifesto genre in the
early 20" century, writing or contributing to such avant-garde pieces as [lomenuna obuezo uckyc-

cméa (1912), Caoso kax maxosoe (1913), Aexaapayus caosa xax maxosozo (1913), among others.
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...CoraacHble AAFOT OBIT, HAIIMOHAABHOCTB, TSKECTh, I'AACHBIE — 0OpaTHOe — BCE-
AEHCKHWUM A3BIK. CruxorBopeHne N3 OAHUX IAACHBIX:
oea

ueen
aeed

(Markov 1967: 63)*

Accordingly, the very indeterminateness of the vowels makes the poem “univer-
sal” in the sense that it can be freely interpreted by anyone regardless of linguistic abili-
ties. National or linguistic borders are thus broken and a universality of free and open
interpretability is attained’.

There was, predictably, swift and high skepticism in conservative literary circles
about the “universality” of any vowel poem. Almost immediately after the publica-
tion of “Bsicoter,” Valerij Brjusov, unimpressed with the possibilities of indetermi-
nate meaning in poetry, wrote a scalding criticism of Kru¢ényx’s work. In his imagined
“Amanor o dyrypusme,” the elder symbolist poet asserted that Kruc¢ényx’s poem, an
especially enigmatic specimen of Futurist poetry, offered 70 meaning precisely because
it oftered only the possibility of meaning derived inevitably from the individual interpre-
tations of its reading and performance. Brjusov’s “Futurist” begins with a defense:

Dymypucm (HECKOABKO HEITOCACAOBATEABHO). — A 4TO ke, ecAn u Oyksbl! Passe u3
OyKB HEAB3 CO3AATH IIO93HUU? B rocaeAHem cuere, CAOBA, KOHEUHO, — OVKBEI, H €CAN
11093 —HCKYCCTBO CAOB, TO OHA U HCKyCCTBO OyKB! BOT H3yMHUTEABHBIC CTHXI OAHO-
ro us yrypucTos... [reads “Bercorsr’”’] D10 CTHXOTBOPEHNE OANHAKOBO MHOTO CKa-
AKET KAZKAOMY IHUTATEAIO, KEM ObI OH HH OBIA, OOPa30BAHHBIM HAU HE OOPA30BAHHBIM,
PYCCKHM HAN KHTAHIIEM, — CTHXOTBOPEHHE HCTHHHO BCEACHCKOIO f3BIKa!

Cumsonucm. — Ipocrure, moxaayiicra. [TosBoanTe, pazodpaTh 9TO0 CTUXOTBOPECHNE,
— rocriopnra Kpydensix, ecan ve ormmubarocs. Yem ke OHO ITO-HUOYAD CKaKeT HH-
tareAaro? Ecau ¢popmoit OYKB, TO COrAACHTECE, 3TO OYACT yiKe HE 0331, a rpaduKa
AU KUBOIINCH. ECAI/I COKPOBCHHI)IM 3HAYCHUEM I'AACHBIX, KOTOPOC BBI, ITO-BUAUMO-
My, IIPEATIOAATACTE, TO UMEHTE B BUAY, YTO B KAKAOM SI3BIKE TAACHBIC IIPOUZHOCATCS
ro-pasaomy. Hemerr naade npousnocur e, gem ppaHirys, TeM GOACe YeM PyCCKUL;
HNTAABSAHECIT HUKOTAAQ HE HPOI/I?;HCCCT HAIIICTO 1, 1 T. A. ECAI/I, HAKOHCIT, 3ByKaMI/I, HPI/I

*  Consonants render everyday reality, nationality, weight — vowels, the opposite: A UNI-

VERSAL LANGUAGE. Here is a poem exclusively of vowels: o eca /ieeci/ace ¢ (Lawton
1988: 67).

> 1n 1972, it was explained to the author of this article that “c y 10 could, in a personal
interpretation, represent the phrase “You have,” ¢ being the Slavic verb form “is”; y the Russian
preposition “by,” marking possession, and » the English “you.” This interpretation thus renders
a macaronic phrase based on Russian idiomatic structures: “there is by you”. Dm. N. Nalywayko,
Lecture: “Russian Cubo-Futurism,” Franklin and Marshall College, Lancaster, Penna. 12 April
1972.
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ACKAAMAIINH, TO 3BYKH 9TH OYAYT 3aBHCETh OT TeMOpa roAoca urerna. Kaxaprii anra-
TEAB IIPOYTET 3TO “CTUXOTBOPEHNE’” IO-CBOEMY. TaKuM 0OPa3oM OHO AASl KAKAOIO
Oyaer pasupim. M rocrroann KpydeHbIX pPEIHTEABHO HE MOMKET IIPEAYTAAATD, KaK
BOCIPHMET 3TH €I0 CTHXH TOT HAH APYIOH YHTATEAb, HHAYE TOBOPA, ABTOP CaM HE
3HACT, YTO UMEHHO OH HarucaA. EcAn BB 9T0 HasbIBacTe “BCEACHCKUM A3BIKOM, TO
A HE 3HAIO, YTO JKE€ HA3BIBATH ‘‘fA3BIKOM BO BCEIl BceAeHHON HenmoHATHBIM. (Brjusov

1914)°.

Clearly the symbolist’s poetic universe did not include what he saw as meaningless
and untenable randomness.

In the 19607 individual readings of Krucényx’s vowel poems lost much of their
force when it came to light that both “Heights” and his other vowel poem, the “o e a”,
simply redisplayed the dismembered vowels of two common Church Slavonic prayers.
Markov noted in his 1967 anthology that the poem “o e a” consisted of the vowels of
the opening line of the Lord’s Prayer (Omzue naurs, uone ecu na nevecbxs [Markov 1967: 64])
and Krucényx himself admitted that “Bsicorsr” was composed of the vowels of the
first phrases of the Old Church Slavic version of the Nicene Creed. As for the genesis of
the latter, McVay recounts that in a 1967 Moscow meeting with the Futurist poet, the
elderly Krucényx “observed that the poem ysoty (vselenskii iazyk)... consisting entirely
of vowels, is based on the vowels of the ‘Symvol very, the Creed” (McVay 1976: 580).

As a consequence of these revelations, speculation about the “meanings” of these
two poems has often closely tied one with the other. Consonant with the poet’s own
literary manifestos is V.L. Rabinovic’s view that the “o e a” is a playful poem meant
to intrigue the reader and provoke an indeterminate emotional response. Curiously,
Rabinovi¢ dismisses what he sees as the “change” of the final vowel of the phrase #a

S The Futurist (somewhat inconsistently): So, what if it /s letters! Isn’t it quite possible to

create poetry out of letters? Of course, in the final reckoning, words are letters and if poetry is
the art of words then it is the art of letters! Here’s an amazing poem by one of the Futurists ...
[reads “Heights”]. This poem will say a lot equally to every reader, no matter who he is, educated
or uneducated, Russian or Chinese — a poem truly in a universal language!

The Symbolist: Please forgive me. Allow me to analyze this poem — by Mr Kruchenykh, if
I’'m not mistaken. How does it say anything to the reader? If it is through the shape of the letters,
then you would agree it is no longer poetry but graphic or pictoral art. If through some secret
meaning of the vowels, which you apparently are proposing, then you have to bear in mind that
vowels are pronounced differently in every language. A German pronounces “e” differently
, and
so forth. If, finally it is the through the sounds, by reading the poem aloud, then the sounds will

@ @
1 1

than a Frenchman, not to mention a Russian; the Italian never pronounces “i” like our
depend on the peculiarities of the readet’s voice. Every reader will read this “poem” in his own
way. Thus, it will be different for each person. And Mr Kruc¢ényx can not positively second guess
how one reader or another will take this poem; in other words, the author himself doesn’t know
exactly what he has written. If you call this “universal language” then I don’t know what to call
“language understood throughout the whole universe.” (English Translation mine — DC).
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redecu from the letter # to ¢ as part of the capricious nature of the poet’s composition
(159). Rabinovi¢’s errs here in assuming that Krucényx had removed the vowels from
the Russian translation of the Lord’s Prayer when, cleatly, Krucényx relied on the O/d
Church Slavonic version of the prayer for his vowels; the final vowel of the poem is the
now unused 75 (8), and neither the eazs (¢) that would replace the #7s in contemporary
spelling nor the uwe (#) of the Russian Lord’s Prayer. Kruc¢ényx, in fact, had faithtully
reproduced the vowels of the version of the Lord’s prayer encountered in the Rus-
sian Orthodox liturgical services (Omue naurs, unce ecu na neecbxs). Bogomolov, on the
other hand, faithfully reproduces the 7 of the original text, although without substan-
tive comment (Bogomolov 2005: 8)”. Considering the phonological basis of the poem,
Janacek points out the spurious nature of any debate over the use of the e in place
of the s since each letter represents the same sound Pe]. He does note, however, that
the s7s may be the clue to “linking the pattern to the Othe nash where yat’ occurs in
precisely [this] position.” He further raises the question of how the “o e a,” because of
its culturally marked nature, must necessarily arouse a different reaction in Russian read-
ers than in non-Russian readers, and concludes that “perhaps the fact that this poem,
presented as a ‘universal language’ of vowels was intended to be a joke on Krucényx’s
part” (Janacek 1996: 80). In fact, Janacek’s observation is not tangential, especially in
light of our discussion below. As we shall show, a close analysis of the how the vowels
are intentionally positioned and re-positioned, removed and replaced plays a pivotal role
in grasping the significance of Kruc¢ényx’s other vowel poem, “Heights.”

As with “o e a,” most analyses of “Boicorer” rely heavily on the graphic and pho-
netic features of the poem. One of the more dedicated attempts at finding an under-
lying structure to “Heights” is Mathauserova’s and Romportl’s interpretation of the
poem in terms of its sound structures. The authors correctly insist that critics should
not simply dismiss the artistic value of this poem because the author has indicated its
immediate source. In addition, they convincingly point out that one should not take as
simple “mistakes” on the part of the author the omission of vowels in the second line
of the poem and the “garbled” transmission of the phonemes in the final two lines
(Mathauserova, Romportl 1969: 146). Yet the Czech critics dismiss the importance of
these aberrations from the source itself a bit too hastily and miss what is a purposeful
reworking of phonemes and significant attending plays on meaning®.

" We have had access to Bogomolov’s article in its on-line edition, which is a reproduc-

tion of the print version. Unfortunately, the digital text does not include the page numbers from
the original, so page reference numbers are to the on-line edition.

8 Mathauserova and Romportl give an intriguing, but ultimately unsatisfying analysis of
the vowel structures and phonemic “values” in the poem. Moreover, their argument for dis-
missing the direct importance of the Creed in analyzing the poem is based on the questionable
conjecture that Kru¢ényx somehow simply listened to the Creed in a church setting and, taken by

the sonorousness of it all, put it down on paper (Mathauserova, Romportl 1969: 145-147).
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The uneasy rearrangement of vowels in “Bsicorsr’” has compelled some critics to
speculate on the wherefores of Krucényx’s seemingly unfaithful reproduction of the
vowels of the Creed. Bogomolov, for one, admonishes some critics for seeing only what
they wish to see in “Bercorsr’™

Oanako OGoAce BHIMATEABHBIH aHAAM3 ITOKA3BIBACT, 4TO 1 cam Kpyuensrx, n nc-
CACAOBATEAD HECKOABKO ITOATATHBAIOT (DAKTBI K TOMY, 9TO UM XOTEAOCH OBl BUACTB.
MapkoB cBOeil BOACH AODABASICT B HAYAAO BTOPOI CTPOKH ABE TAacHBIE — O €7,
YTOOBI IIOAYIHTH DOACE TOYHOE COOTBETCTBUE, OH e yOupaeT (CTaBs B KBAAPATHBIC
CKODKI) cAOBa “7xe BCeM”, TO €CTh €IlEe ABE I'AACHBIC OKA3BIBAIOTCA “IIPOIIYIIICHHEBI-
mu”. Ho Aeao He ToAbKO B 31OoM. M Kpyuensix, n Mapkos He 0OpaTHAN BHHMAaHNA
HA TO OOCTOATEABCTBO (MAM IIpeHeOperan uM), 4To cA0BO “Bepyro” 1o crapoii op-
dorpacpun mummercs gepes “arp”, a He Yepes “ectp’... Bech aTOT pasroBop moHao-
OMACH HAM AASL YTBEPIKACHHSA B MBICAH, YTO AOBOABHO MHOITIE BHEIITHE COBEPILICHHO
“saymubie” cruxoTBOpeHus KpydeHBIX 0OAAAAFOT HEKHM CMBICAOM, HYMKAAFOIIIIMCH
B BeBAcHUH. (Bogomolov 2005: 8)°.

At this point Bogomolov turns his attention away from the vowel poems and
concentrates on the “Aptp Oya 1mpia.” Nevertheless, his call for better diagnoses of
Krucényx’s verses and the need to find deeper explanations in many of Krucényx’s
zaum’ poems is right on target.

However illuminating previous analyses of Kruc¢ényx’s more opaque poems may
be, it is quite possible to connect certain accepted “meaning” to some of the poet’s
more fractured pieces. This is especially true of those poems that rely on previously
established texts for their constituent linguistic parts. Indeed, one need remember that
Krucényx himself pointed to the Futurists’ freedom to make us of partial words:

ZKusormcripr GyAeTASHE AFOOAT ITOAB3OBATHCH YACTAMI TEA, PA3PE3AMH, 2 OYACTAAHE
PEeYEeTBOPIIBI PA3PYOACHHBIME CAABAMU, IIOAYCAOBAMI U FX ITPHYYAAUBBIME XHTPbI-
MH COYCTAHHAMH (3AYMHBIN A3BIK). DTHM AOCTHUTACTCA HAMOOADBIIAA BBIPA3HTEAD-
HOCTB, I 9THM UMCHHO OTAHYAETCA A3BIK CTPEMHTEABHOH COBPEMEHHOCTH, YHIYTO-
JKUBIICH IpeKHUN, 3acThiBramil a3bk. (Matkov 1967: 57)".

A more attentive analysis, however, shows that Kruchenykh himself and the researcher

stretch the facts a bit to show what they would like to see. At the beginning of the second line
Markov freely adds the two vowels “o € in order to effect a closer correspondence and sets off
the words ae scem [placing them in square brackets] so that the two vowels appear to be “left
out.” But this is not the only thing. Both Kruchenykh and Markov paid no attention to (or ig-
nored) the fact that the word Bepyw in the old orthography is written with the letter s and not
the letter ecme. .. . This entire conversation has been necessary for us to affirm the idea that many
of Kruchenykh’s outwardly pure “ayv” poems bear some meaning that needs to be uncovered
(English translation mine - DC).

1" The Futurian painters love to use parts of the body, its cross sections, and the Futurian
wordwrights use chopped-up words, half-words, and their artful combinations (transrational
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This use of partial words did not consequently exclude borrowing partialities from
previous works in order to put together new poems. As Loscilov has shown, Krucényx’s
poem “3es 1 cex” is a compressed version of Vjaceslav Ivanov’s “K 3escy” itself
a translation of Terpander’s lines “To Zeus.” This poetic contraction of an established
poem’s phonetic fund nicely illustrates how the zaum nik took advantage of rearranged
partialities to establish a new work (Loscilov 2008).

We have noted that recent scholarship has described the form of “Heights” and
its aberrations from its ultimate source, yet few scholars have attempted to explain
Kruc¢ényx’s purpose in choosing the Slavonic Creed as his source. Why, indeed, did
Kruc¢ényx, the flag waiver of the nascent Futurist movement, whose major tenets inclu-
ded the dismemberment of language forms, choose to disemvowel the sacred Credo of
the Orthodox Church and reuse the confiscated letters in a way that begs the reader to
“remake” the original? Since it is clear that the Futurist anzmus allowed Krucényx to put-
posefully remake existing texts, it is worthwhile to look more closely at the correspon-
dence between the vowels of “Bsicorsr’” and their literary source. In fact such a compa-
rison reveals a hidden — and perhaps playful — correspondence in meaning between the
vowel poem and the Bspynw. Here is Krucényx’s “Heights” laid parallel to the Church
Slavonic proclamation of faith:

eyiIo Bbpyro

mao BO EAMHATO
oa bora

oaecemed Orma, Beeaeprkmreas
oa Tropra
eymen HeOy U 3EMAH,
nee
MY Bl U EH U B BUAUMBIMD 7K€ BChbMD T HEBHAUMBIMD.

Not surprisingly, the very first vowel presents a challenge: one encounters the Rus-
sian letter ¢ instead of the anticipated Church Slavic letter #zs (Bbpyro). Although Bo-
gomolov attributes this letter switch to a certain neglect on Krucényx’s part, it is possi-
ble to speculate on a number of levels as to why the poet might have purposely replaced
the Church Slavonic grapheme. As part of his Futurist world-view Krucényx openly
experimented with and often destroyed the rules of standard orthography, although
given his faithful adherence to the s in his “o e a” it is not likely that he was rejecting
the Church Slavonic spelling out of hand. Indeed, as with the final vowel in “o e a” the
phoneme represented here is identical for either spelling, At first glance there does not
seem to be any particularly compelling reason for the poet to have switched out the

language), thus achieving the very greatest expressiveness and precisely this distinguishes the
swift language of modernity, which has annihilated the previous frozen language (“The Word as
Such” Lawton 1988: 61).
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two letters and, although critics have generally passed over the issue of the “ignored
ams,” one need concede the possibility that Krucényx purposefully switched the e
to the eome. From the viewpoint of the history of spelling change in Russia it was cet-
tainly possible for Kruc¢ényx to perform such a switch willfully. By 1913 the details of
a proposed spelling reform had been thoroughly debated. In 1904 and again 1912 the
Sub-commission on Orthographic Reform of the Imperial Academy of Sciences had
published its recommendations'', which were supported in some literary and publishing
circles; in fact, a modest number of books appeared using the proposed variant spell-
ing systems'2. While the spelling reform was still a novelty when “Heights” appeared,
Krucényx’s letter-swapping was not unique and certainly not out of character for an
avid Futurist. Indeed, the idea behind the spelling reform, the overthrow of superfluous
features of the past, appealed deeply to the typographic experiments that the Futurists
championed: any possibility for revision, mutation or transformation of the written
word dovetailed snuggly with the Futurists’ view of expressive language.

Aside from simple phonemic and orthographic experimentation or playfulness,
though, why else might Krucényx have replaced the letter? It is likely, we believe, that
he was purposefully disguising the source text. While the graphic sequence “e y r0”
might not have stirred immediate familiarity among the Russian public, the visually
more differentiated series “b y r0” might well have more readily reminded readers of
the Creed. Brjusov, in fact, in the parody quoted above, did not recognize the sequence
of the printed vowels even though the two variants represent identical phonemic values.
Had Kruc¢ényx included both sz as they occur here in the opening of the Creed, he
might have too easily tipped his hand. While one can posit numerous reasons for the
poet’s choice of letters here, it seems most likely that he was intentionally obscuring his
source. As we shall show in more detail below, Krucényx had serious reason to hide
the correspondence to the Cumsonr sepsz, or face what surely could have been profound
charges of blasphemy against the established Church and therefore against the Imperial
government.

The most intriguing disjunction between the vowels of the two works occurs in the
second line of the poem where two vowels o0 and ¢ appear to be missing. Most interpret-
ers have either glossed over these missing vowels or have interpreted the omission as a
mistake. Thus McVay dismisses the aberration after a hasty introduction, (“the opening
lines of the poem correspond closely...” [McVay 1976: 580]) while Markov and Janacek
make no comment at all. Curiously, Levinton, who insightfully argues for a “quasi-
zaum” interpretation of some Futurist poems, also treats the /acuna rather lightly:

" See Comrie, Stone 1978 for a short history of the proposed reforms.

12" For a comprehensive list of books published using revised orthographies, see Panov

1965, especially the addendum: “Tekcrer, HarregaTaHHBIE C OTCTYIACHHUAMI OT IIPHHATON Op-

dorpacpuu.”
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OHI/I, KaK H3BECTHO, ITPCACTABAAIOT coboit H30AHPOB2HHI}II>’I BOKAaAH3M PCAABHBIX
TEKCTOB (MHOTAQ C IIPOIYCKAMMU), B ODOUX CAy4YaaX — MOANTB: “Orue Ham” B Ae-
kaapanuu u “Bepyro” B “Bricorax”".

In contrast, we have found it helpful to apply the philological principle of /ectio
difficilior to our study and consequently to read beyond the text of “Heights” through
the medium of its sacred text antecedent. Indeed, the resulting remade text spells out a
credo quite different from the Nicene and somewhat ironically indeterminate in its own
way. Presenting the text of the Creed in correspondence with the vowels as reworked by
Krucényx shows an illuminating relationship between the vowels and the fully realized
words of their source:

Bepyro Bepyn
BO GAHHATO Blo ea]umaro
bora bora

It is worthwhile here to examine closely the text of the original Creed while heed-
ing the metaplasmic changes in the lexical items that result from Krucényx’s omission
of vowels. In the second line one notes that the full vowel form of the preposition zo
becomes 65 while the syllable ¢d of the source text lacks completely. Even a quick glance
at the newly rendered text reveals a surprising “meaning” in the renovated lexicon as
generated by the aphaeresis: “Bepyro Bb #raco Gora,” that is, “I believe in another god”™.
Although contemporary Russian calls for the stressed ending form #udeo in this context,
the quotation is based on the Church Slavonic, in which idiom this adjective most often
receives a stem stress, the Slavonic adjective ## expressed here in the masculine singular
accusative form. Indeed, both stressed and unstressed forms are encountered well into
the twentieth century. Thus, in our re-expansion of Krucényx’s text the omission of a
vowel and its attendant syllable produces a grammatically sound if doctrinally question-
able variation on the theme of Orthodox belief®.

3 As has been recognized, they represent an isolation of the vowels of actual texts (some-

times with omissions), in both cases of prayers: the Our Father (Lotd’s Prayer) in the Declaration
and the Credo in “Heights.” (From Levinton, on-line source. English translation mine — DC.)

A cursory search of so-called “full view” books in Russian on-line calls up numerous
examples of the phrase 6 unazo/ unozo boza, especially from the late imperial era. The prepositional
form 6o is predominant, but the form sz is also encountered. One example reads “...ur0 1Ep-
KOBb BeAHKOpocciiickas Bbpyers Bb nHaro bora, antukpucra...” (Subbotin 1869: 45). Tseitlin’s
OCS dictionary defines the adjective wwe thus: 1. kaxodi-mo, nexui, wexomopwuii; 2. dpyeoi. The sec-
ondary definition is obviously the meaning Kruc¢ényx has in mind.

15 We do not imply here, of course, that Kru¢ényx or the other Futurists were espousing a
religious alternative to the Christian Orthodox Creed. The matter for them was one of belief in a
literary universe. Nonetheless, it would have been inexpedient and even dangerous in the Russia

of 1913 for Kruc¢ényx to use or abuse so blatantly the text of Orthodoxy’s foundational prayer.
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Who or what this other god comprises is not specifically stated, but cleatly this
“other” god is not the God of the Slavic Orthodox Creed. In this regard, one must un-
derscore that the word wwoi in the Futurist manifestos is sometimes used to differentiate
all previous artistic expression from the Futurists’ art. Krucényx and Xlebnikov assert,
for example, that “V mucareAeii AO HAC HHCTPYMEHTOBKA ObIAA COBCeM HHasA, HAIp.-- [ 1o
neby nmoAynoun anrea aerea / Y tuxyro necuro on rrea...” and dismiss what they see is
the emetic affect of classical poetic language: “3A0pOBBIIT Y€AOBEK TAKOH MHUIICH AUIIIH
paccrpont keayaok” (Markov 1967: 55)'. The two then solidly emphasize the “other-
ness” of their own poetic method in direct comparison to that of the classical Russian
poets by following up immediately with their celebrated poem “aprp OyA e’ as an
a example of this “other” form (“Msr aoaal 0Opasery #4020 3ByKa 1 CAOBOCOYCTAHHA )
(Markov 1967: 55)."" In this way the Futurists declare their autonomy from what they
saw as an oppressive belief in an antiquated literature, offering a different belief that
finds expression in Kruc¢ényx’s poem.

The vowel text of “Heights” continues for three subsequent lines in tandem with
the vowels of the text of the Creed, but now recast as the profession of a different al-
legiance. Equally striking as the first vowel omission is the second divergence from the
vowels of the Orthodox Symbol of Faith, which occurs in the penultimate line of the
poem. Although some critics have tried to explain the vowel order here as the result of
the authot’s randomizing, it is easy to see that a transposition of the source text’s letters
obtains here:

uee u BChbMb ke
MUBlUEU U Bl BUAUMBIMD U HE BUAUMBIMb

We have discussed Krucényx’s switch of the s to the ecms above. Here again, we
can conjecture that the author’s vowel replacement serves a disguising function as does
the transfer of the three vowels “u e[b] €” to a position before the participle sudursiies.
More importantly, the transposition of three vowels to a line of their own further re-
makes the text. The hyperbaton of our reconstituted text places a decided emphasis on
the phrase scers e, an emphasis which — largely because of the familiarity of the phrase
— does not necessarily occur in the source (su#dursrms e 6c6rms u e sudumerrs). Although
not as dramatic as in the first two lines of the poem, the lexical switch here carries on
the definitive differentiation of allegiances announced in the opening lines. With the
pronoun and particle sceamrs sce placed before the present passive participles sudumsiys and
resudumsims, the transformed text unambiguously applies a belief in the “other” god as

1 In Caoso xax maxosoe: “the poets who preceded [them] used a completely different

method of orchestration, for ex— ‘An angel was flying in the midnight sky / softly singing a

song...”” (Lawton 1988: 59).

7 “This kind of food would only give a healthy man an upset stomach” and “We have

provided a model for another [##yz0] sort of sound and word combination” (Lawton 1988: 60).
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creator of a// things whether they be visible or invisible. The source text, by contrast,
does not necessarily imply that belief in the visible universe requires the same intense
affirmation of faith as belief in the invisible. One can compare the emphasis of the
phrase “in those things visible and in all things invisible,” with the more emphatic phras-
ing “and a// things visible and things invisible.” Moreover, the phrase scen [owce] suduresix
is a common enough epithet in modern Russian texts, so that native Russians would
hear no discord in the word order scem awe sudumeix u nesudumeix. Indeed, Krucényx
himself connects the word wmesudumeri with the desirability of spontaneous utterance
in art. Using the Russian mystics’ practice of glssolalia, or speaking in tongues, as an
example, Kruc¢ényx extols the value of expression unencumbered by any attachment to
the lexical canon and underscores the value of linguistic spontaneity in terms similar to
those of Russian Orthodox catechesis, “V BOT TOAyIHAOCE HOBOE CAOBO, KOTOPOE yIKE
HE AOXKb, 4 HCTHHHOE HCIIOBEAAHME BEphl ‘OO0AMYeHNe Bered Hesuanmbix (Markov
1967: 67), that is, “And so a new word was created, which was not a lie, but a genuine
testimony of the faith, the “revelation of things unseen.” (Lawton 1988: 72)'®. Hence,
his use of the conservative Symbol of Faith as the basis for the “other” creed of the
Futurists stands out with its ironic undertones of an opposing belief. Krucényx’s verse
universalizes a belief in another — though unnamed and undetermined — god and in a//
those things that that god has created. While the god remains unidentified the mani-
festation of belief is made clear by the transformation of the vowel text in Krucényx’s
universal vocalic language.

A final consideration underscores Krucényx’s inclination toward playfulness with
language, form and idea. Why in fact did Krucényx choose this particular source text to
confess such a basic message about his artistic beliefs? One rather obvious answer is the
foundational importance that the Creed has for Russian Orthodox culture and the seri-
ous implications that transforming such a text would have. Moreover, the very title of
the parodied work (Cumson sepes, “The Symbol of Faith”) is obviously and almost pain-
tully ironic, especially considering those whose beliefs Kru¢ényx sought to overturn.
As their nearest antecedents in the Russian literary chronology, the Futurists could not
help but take shots at the members of the receding Symbolist movement. While the
Symbolists confessed a Solov’évian religious belief in the power of the symbol and their
own mystically received ability to grasp its meaning, Kru¢ényx here cleverly, perhaps
arrogantly, adopts #be symbolic text of Russia for his anti-symbolist poem. By radically
altering the text while keeping its “essence” — that is, the vowels — the poet could make

'8 And so a new word was created, which was not a lie, but a genuine testimony of the

faith, the “revelation of things unseen” (Lawton 1988: 72). Krucényx uses the phrase again in
Aexaapayusn saymmozo asvixka (Markov 1967: 180; Lawton 1988: 183). Markov notes that “‘O6an-
YCHME BEITICH HEBUAUMBIX' — 13 OIPEACACHHA BEPH B OPUIIMAABHOM IICPKOBHOM KaTexusuce’
(Markov 1967: 73). Janacek, too, has described the impact that the Russian mystical practice of
lossolalia had on the Russian literary imagination in the eatly 20" century (Janacek 1996: 26-31).
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a hidden attack on the ultimate Russian Symbol through a subtle if ultimately unkind
reference to the Symbolists, whose ascendance the Futurists actively sought to surpass.

Krucényx found a uniquely artistic way to express those Futurist ideals by disman-
tling one of his predecessor writers” most sacred texts. By purposefully selecting and
then changing the vowels of the Slavonic Orthodox Creed, by repositioning, removing
and excluding them in a way that begs the reader to look at the source text in a new
light, he remakes the referred text into a new, artistically heightened Credo. This playing
with word parts, while in many respects amusing and ironical, serves the serious hidden
purpose of denouncing the forms and beliefs of previous Russian writers — in particu-
lar the Symbolists — and states the Futurists’ belief in a markedly different literature.
Indeed, Krucényx’s “Heights” is a creed in and of itself, a manifesto of “belief” that
takes what were considered stale lexical forms, phrases and syntax and renders them
into a “universal” language of vowels. As such the new creed expresses the same senti-
ment as the subtitle of the poet’s “New Ways of the Word: the language of the future.
Death to Symbolism”.

Bibliography

Bogomolov 2005: N.A.Bogomolov, “Dyrbul s¢yl” v kontekste époxi, “Nezavisimyj
filologiceskij Zurnal”, 2005, 72 <http://magazines.russ.ru/
nlo/2005/72/bo8.html> (12 July 2008).

Brjusov 1914: V. Brjusov, Zdravego smysla tartatary: Dialog o futurizme,
“Russkaja Mysl’”, II1, 1914, 2, pp. 83-95 <http://az.lib.ru/
b/btjusow_w_j/text_0500. shtml> (12 June 2008).

Cejtlin, Vecerka, Blagovaja 1994:  R.M. Cejtlin, R. Vecerka, E. Blagovaja, Starosiavjanskij slovar’
(po rukopisjam X-XI vekor), Moskva 1994.

Comrie, Stone 1978: B. Comtie, G. Stone, The Russian Langnage Since the Revolution,
Oxford 1978.

Janacek 1996: G. Janacek, Zaum: The Transrational Poetry of Russian Futurism,
San Diego 1996.

Lawton 1988: A. Lawton (ed.), Russian Futurisn through its Manifestoes, 1912-

1928, Ithaca 1988.

Levinton 2005: G.A. Levinton, Zametki o zanmi, 1. Dyr bul s/, “Antropologija
kultury”, 2005, 3, pp. 160-174 <http://wwwka2.ru/
nauka/levinton_2.html> (28 June 2008).

Loscilov 2008: 1. Loscilov, O simwolistskix: istocnikax dvux: stixotvorensj Alekseja
Krucényx, “Seteva Slovesnost™, <http://www.netslova.ru/
loshilov/ak2s.html> (7 Jan. 2008).



136 Denis Crnkovié

Markov 1967: V. Markov (ed.), Manifesty i programmy russkix futuristov,
Miinchen 1967 (= Slavische Propylden, 27).

Mathauserova, Romportl 1969: S. Mathauserova, M. Romportl, K zuukové interpretaci jednobo
typu poezie, “Acta Universitatis Carolinae. Philologica”, 1969,
4-5, pp. 145-153.

McVay 1976: G. McVay. Alexei Kruchenykh: Bogeyman of Russian Literature,
“Russian Literature Triquarterly”, XIII, 1976, pp. 571-
590.

Panov 1965: M.B. Panov (Ed.), Obzor predlogenij po usoversenstvovaniju

orfografiic (XVIII-XX ), Moskva 1965 <http://www.
textology.ru/hranitel/panov3.htm> (28 June 2008).

Rabinovi¢ 2001: V.L. Rabinovic, Idegja sinwola v kul'ture i popytka ee preodolenija
(serebrjanyj vek), in: 'T. Artemieva, M. Mikeshin (Eds.), The
Philosophical Age. Almanac 17. History of Ideas as a Methodology
in the Humanities, 1, Sankt-Peterburg 2001. pp.152-160.

Subbotin 1869: N. Subbotin (Ed.), Sovremennye letopisi raskola. 1 ypusk pervy.
Belokrinickij sobor 1868 goda, Moskva 1869.
Usakov 1911: D.N. Usakov, Russkoe pravopisanie. Ocerk ego proischogdenija,

otnosenija ego k_jazyku i voprosa o ego reforme, Moskva 1911.

Abstract

Denis Crnkovi¢
“Symbol of Undetermined Faith: A Note on Aleksej Krutényxs 1 owel Poem ‘Heights™

This article looks at Aleksej Krucényx’s poem “Vysoty” (Heights). Consisting entirely of
vowels culled from the Church Slavic version of the “Symvol Very” (the eastern Nicene Creed)
the poem has been traditionally examined as a prime example of the transrational expression
(zaum’) of the Futurist movement. As such, analyses have tended to focus on the phonic and
phonemic features of the poem with little attention paid to the relationship between the source
text and the poem itself. Thus, “missing” or “transferred” vowels in the poem have often been
regarded as mistakes or dismissed as the result of Kruc¢ényx’s artistic whim. The paper therefore
examines the poem in the context of its Church Slavic antecedent, concentrating on those places
where the vowels of the poem diverge from those of the Creed. A close analysis of the apparent
anomalies between poem and prayer reveals a sophisticated level of word-play that hinges on a
complete understanding of the source text and the manipulation of the source vowels. Moreo-
ver, our research shows that in the broader context of the antipathy between the Symbolist and
Futurist movements, each missing or transposed vowel constitutes a crucial hint for grasping
a hidden significance in the poem and for understanding Kruc¢ényx’s revamped statement of
belief as a playful new literary “creed” that challenges the more “orthodox” literary tenets of
the Symbolist poets.



