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Abstract: The poetry of Arkadii Dragomoshchenko (1946-2012), who spent hbis
formative years in Ukraine and was active in the Leningrad underground of the
1970s and 1980s, represents a unique reflection of multiple cultural practices and
media perspectives. Delving deeper into common assumptions of language, thought
and representation, his texts encourage the reader to take a detached and reflective
approach on literary texts, overcoming the strict cultural boundaries that usually
confine the text and his author in space and time. This paper draws parallels between
Dragomoshchenko’s pseudo-descriptive landscape poetry, Buddhist thought, classical
Chinese landscape aesthetics, and Hryhorii Skovoroda’s nomadic philosophy of
paradoxes. It thus illustrates how Dragomoshchenko consciously distanced himself
from the predominant understanding of culture and memory within Russian so-called
vtoraia kul tura, developing his own peculiar strategy of resistance to Soviet restrictions
while also managing to avoid strict dichotomies such as pervaia and vtoraia kul tura,
official and unofficial, foreign and national culture.
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1. Introduction

The poet Arkadii Dragomoshchenko (1946-2012) has been considered a rather
unusual protagonist of the Leningrad underground of the 1980s. The relativism
of language and the degree of self-reflection and abstraction of his texts made
his work obscure even to his fellow underground poets, most prominently by
underground poet Viktor Krivulin, who once defined him as an “amorphous”
poet (Volchek, 1985)%. While playing an active role in the development of the
Leningrad underground of the 1970s and 1980s, Dragomoshchenko never
consciously inscribed himself into the established cultural pretext of the so-called
second culture (vtoraia kul tura) with its rehabilitation of Russian Modernism and
its distinctive emphasis on cultural memory and collective responsibility (Pavlov
& Toffe, 2024:p.962f; Zhitenev, 2012:pp.5-29)°. Raised far from Moscow and
Leningrad in the bilingual Ukrainian city of Vinnitsa, he would later describe his
move to Leningrad at the age of twenty three as “emigration” from the multi-cultural
background of his hometown, which he perceived as a “completely different planet”
(Dragomoshchenko, 2009; Pavlov & Ioffe, 2024:p.963). In a letter to Konstantin
Kuz'minskii from 1975, published subsequently as a presentation text to his poetry
section in volume 3b of Kuz'minskii’s Blue Lagoon Anthology of Modern Russian
Poetry (1986), Dragomoshchenko proudly described himself as a “southerner” and
distanced himself from the poetic “Petersburg tradition”, adding laconically to be

an “orthodox Christian”:

‘A xusy B Aenunrpaae ¢ 1969 ropa. Ecau Gyaet koMy-TO Hy>XHO OTHECTH MEHS K
Tak HasbiBaeMolt ‘I leTepOyprekoii TpaanLin” - IPOLITY 3TOTO HE ACAATD, IOTOMY
KaK 3TO 6yAeT HeBepHbIM. S xua Ha FOre. Anunbiil Moii ombIT opMupoBascs

Tam / BeposiTHeit Bcero, 4to 51 “toxanun’. / I npasocaasusiit. (Kuz'minskii &

Kovalev, 1986:p.319)*

2 A paroMOILCHKO e, K IPUMEPY, aMOPQCH H CYILIECTBYET B IPEACAAX HEOOS3ATEABHOTO, PEASITHBHOIO
S3bIKa, HE CIOCOGHOTO K ToTaAuTapHOMY AaBacHHI0 (Volchek, 1985) [Dragomoshchenko, for example,
is amorphous and exists within an unessential, relativistic language that is incapable of totalitarian
pressure]. All the translations in English are by the author of this paper, unless otherwise stated.

>On the impactful role of Russian Modernist culture (specifically the so-called Silver Age) in
determining the character of Soviet vtoraia kul tura see Zhitenev, 2012, Valieva, 2022, Maurizio,
2024. On the importance of collective memory as cultural value for the Soviet literary underground
see Smola et al., 2024. In this context, Dragomoshchenko’s implicit critique of Silver Age poetry in
Lenigrad unofficial culture as expressed in a passage from the first version of his poem Uzhin s
privetlivymi bogami (1985) published in Mitin Zhurnal, 1, must also be cited (Edmond 2012:p.52).
#T have been living in Leningrad since 1969. If anyone needs to refer me to the so-called “St. Petersburg
tradition”, please do not, since it would be wrong. I lived in the South. My personal experience was
formed there / I am most likely a “Southerner”. / I am Orthodox.
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Dragomoshchenko also insisted on the impossibility of pinpointing anything
specific in the intricate web of memories and past experiences that are inevitably
linked to any intellectual knowledge. Instead of valuing individual works or
authors (i.e. the “mélange of names” that took shape during his summer readings
in Vinnitsa of Western and Russian literature such as “Blok, Kant, Remarque,
Hermes Trismegistus, Solovyov, Hemingway” [ Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.618])
he would value the whole sensual experience associated with them: “B aercrse
HET KAACCHKOB, B ACTCTBE CYLICCTBYIOT 3aIlaXH, LIBET, ABIDKCHHE BO3AYXa, BKYC,
ontuyeckue cvemenns (Dragomoshchenko, 2011a:p.196)°.

It was in the context of his diverse personal experiences that Dragomoshchenko
initially encountered Eastern religious traditions such as Hinduism, Buddhism and
Taoism, which would subsequently influence his understanding of language even
prior to his engagement with Western continental philosophy in the mid-1980s.
Just like with Western literary sources, his encounter with Eastern literature was not
adeliberate or analytical process; rather, it was an indirect one, shaped by a series of
“misunderstandings, minor coincidences, and random events” (Dragomoshchenko,
2011b:p.617f) that occurred during and after his formative years in Ukraine®.
Although Dragomoshchenko had been familiar with Eastern philosophical texts
since the 1960s, it was only in the 1980s that references to them began to appear
with greater frequency in his work. This coincides with the “mature” period of
Dragomoshchenko’s poetic work (Skidan, 2015:p.8f), which is characterized by
a conflation of his past knowledge with the new urban experience acquired as a
member of the Leningrad underground, especially after the birth of Klub-81 and
his acquaintance with American poet Lyn Hejinian (1941-2024). By the time he
started to assimilate the philosophy of French modernists and poststructuralists
(whose works he would begin to receive from Hejinian in English translation

[Skidan, 2015:p.7]7), Dragomoshchenko had already begun to shape his own

>‘In childhood there are no classics, in childhood there are smells, colour, air movement, taste, optical
shifts.

¢The history of these “random events” has been largely documented during a round-table interview
at an AAASS conference in Boston called From Underground Magazines to Cross-Cultural Poetics
and Media Art: Arkadii Dragomoshchenko and Alternate Routes in Contemporary Russian Literature
in November 2009 (later published as Responses) and has been recently commented upon by Dennis
Toffe (2017).

"Dragomoshchenko would also play a key role in establishing and editing the first samizdat-journal
for literary and philosophical translations Predlog (1984-1989) by Klub-81 in Leningrad. The journal
contributed significantly to the post-Soviet canonization of several Western literary and philosophical
sources, as well as to a certain extent of decentralization of the otherwise Russo-centered underground
canon (e.g. the anthological section on Ukrainian poetry in a 1986 volume).
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perspective on language, subjectivity and thought under the influence of Buddhism
and Taoism. This Buddhist-Taoist fi/ter on Western continental philosophy can
be observed as early as 1985 in his first poetic essay Konspekt-Kontekst | Synopsis-
Context]®, where, for example, speculations about the relativistic, and intrinsically
“incomplete” character of language are accompanied by quotations from the
Taoist texts Liezi and Zhuangzi, as well as a reference to George Bataille’s notion
of “sacrifice” (Dragomoshchenko, 2007:p.50; Skidan, 2015:p.8). Subsequently,
this ongoing interweaving of Eastern and Western concepts will become a defining
feature of his essayistic and novelistic prose from the 1990s onwards, including
Fosfor (1994) and Kitaiskoe Solnce (1997).

Dragomoshchenko’s eclectic background knowledge between East and West
created the conditions for an unusually rich while at the same time undifferentiated
approach to multiple literary, artistic and philosophical traditions. As I will argue
in this paper, this undifferentiated (while in no way disinterested) approach to
multiple cultural practices significantly contributed to shift the boundaries of
cultural dichotomies such as pervaia and vtoraia kul’tura, center and periphery,
national and foreign culture, without necessarily aiming at transcending any of these
categories. While Dragomoshchenko was undoubtedly an heir to Modernist poetics
and Neomodernist poctic tendencies in the late Soviet underground (Zhitenev,
2012:p.3211F), his insistent reflections on multiple aesthetic practices and media
can be considered as a critical revision of the Russian canon of vtoraia kul’tura and
the implicit valorization of culture within it.

2. Valuing self-reflective practice over philosophical content

Western literature has actively engaged with Eastern arts and philosophies since
at least the 19* century. Modernist and avant-gardist poets consistently imported
motifs, images and concepts from Eastern arts and literatures, as well as from Taoist,
Buddhist and Hinduist religion’. During the second half of the 20 century, Zen-

8The essay has been translated by Hejinian as “Synopsis-Syntax”, maintaining the graphic form of the
original which showed the two words as graphically and phonetically diverging from the first common
syllable.

?Two prominent examples can be briefly mentioned here that were considerably influential to
Dragomoshchenko and his generation: the American poet Ezra Pound (1885-1972) with his
ideogrammatic method, which was supposed to emulate the visual immediacy of Chinese writing
system (Pound ideogrammatic manifesto in ABC of Reading [1939]), and the Russian modernist
Chinary circle, which manifested its interest for Eastern philosophical traditions multiple times (see
Kharms diaries with his manifested interest for the 720 Te Ching or the remarks on Buddhist logics
in the Chinary’s recorded conversations Razgovory [1933-34]).
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Buddhism and Taoism became increasingly influential within Western popular
culture, eventually affecting the Soviet unofficial culture as well™.

The case of Dragomoshchenko is of particular interest because of his intermedial
and reflective approach to these traditions. Buddhism, Taoism or even Chinese
art were not regarded by Dragomoshchenko as intrinsically valuable from a
philosophical or aesthetical point of view, nor did they directly offer a specific
poetic model for active pursuit. Dragomoshchenko's primary goal lay, instead, in
reflecting on the different perspectives and discourses on the medium of language
within these traditions, reenacting them to address contemporary questions around
the medium of poetry and its cultural value.

A large collection of texts like the Buddhist literary corpus, for instance,
represented for Dragomoshchenko an example of what he called “ergodic
writing”!!, continually “produc[ing] opinions of itself, ‘conversations’ about
itself” (Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.620). In Dragomoshchenko’s view, Buddhism
represents an ongoing, evolving system of thought, whose intrinsic incompleteness
serves as a driving force, prompting continual reflection and reasoning (something
which will also become the distinctive feature of Dragomoshchenko’s own poetic
texts). Dragomoshchenko perceives in Buddhism and other Eastern philosophical
schools a quality that he believes is absent in Western poststructuralism and
deconstruction: the capacity of transcending questions of “presence” and “absence’,

and embracinga multiplicity of perspectives beyond the confines of one’s own Se/f:

‘It is not so much the reasoning of Buddhism (which in itself is a conzradictio in
adjecto) as it is the practice of “representing” reality and the self through noz-self

1°Zen-Buddhism became particularly popular in the West (especially the USA) after Daisetsu Teitaro
Suzuki’s influential Essays in Zen Buddbism (1927-1934), which eventually circulated also in the
Soviet Union after the Thaw. Taoism became widely known in the Soviet Union as well due to the
impactful anthology on classical Chinese philosophy Drevnekitaiskaia filosofiia. Sobranie tekstov v
dvukh tomakh (Mysl, 1972). Besides Dragomoshchenko, other authors and artists in the Leningrad
underground of the 1970s and 1980s were influenced by Buddhism and Taoism (e.g. the poet Leon
Bogdanov [1942-1987], who published his works in the samizdat journals Chasy and Mitin Zhurnal
[both of which co-edited by Dragomoshchenko], and musicians such as Sergei Kurekhin [1954-1996]
and Boris Grebenshchikov [1953-] who both exhibited at organizations such as Klub-81, co-founded
by Dragomoshchenko). It might be promising for future research to compare Dragomoshchenko’s
highly reflective, intermedial approach to Buddhist and Taoist sources with that of other Leningrad
underground members at the time.

"The term was borrowed from Espen Aarseth’s “cybertext” theory (1998). Derived from the Greek
ergon, meaning ‘work’, and hodos, meaning ‘path’, the term stands here actually for any non-linear
literature that requires an active, nontrivial effort from the reader to follow or even “recreate” its
narrative (Aarseth, 1998:p.1f). Dragomoshchenko’s misquote is an example of his syncretic transferal
of meaning from one concept to another, disregarding the actual use of a specific term.
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[...] not because emptiness is shunyata, “absence” [...] which as of late commonly
occurs in the works of European revisionists of “post-structuralism,” problems of
the “present” and so on; I am talking about a very different “emptiness,” a kind
of lens with a floating focal point in which “planes of being” appear most convex
in their transposition or conflation. It is, in other words, a sort of ontological
optics of changing change” (Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.620)

Given the emphasis on practice in Eastern literary and philosophical traditions,
Dragomoshchenko explored Eastern literature not only in terms of philosophy
and religion. Some poetic texts from the early 1980s, for instance, evince a
distinctive fascination with Chinese classical art and poetry'?, which he only
partially contextualizes in his essays. Dragomoshchenko had been familiar with
sources about Chinese art and literature by Soviet sinologists since his first years
in Leningrad. These included the essays and translations from Chinese classical
literature by Nikolai Konrad (1891-1970) and Julian Shchutsky (1897-1938),
as well as the works on Chinese classical art, poetry and aesthetics by Evgeniia
Zavadskaia (1930-2002), with whom Dragomoshchenko would personally get
acquainted (Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.619). Later in the 1980s he would
eventually get acquainted also with Soviet sinologist Vladimir Maliavin (1950-)
and his works on Taoism and Chuang-Tzu (Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.619).

During the early period, Dragomoshchenko's attention was particularly drawn
to Chinese landscape painting, possibly stimulated by Zavadskaia's translation of
the classical Chinese painting manual, Slovo o zhivopisi iz sada s gorchichnoe zerno
(Mustard Seed Garden Manual of Painting) (1969), which Dragomoshchenko
acquired by chance for a few kopeiki in Smolensk (Dragomoshchenko, 2011b:p.619).
References to Chinese paintingand poetry are dispersed throughout the poems of
the collections V' Predelakh Peska | Within sand borders] (1983) and Nebo Sootvetsvii
[Corresponding sky] (1985) (both originally published in Chasy, no. 46 and no.
58 respectively), ultimately reappearing in a few poems from the 1994 collection
Pod Podozreniem [ Under Suspicion], which demonstrates Dragomoshchenko’s
sustained interest in this subject matter over the course of several decades. Here
too, it was not a specific artist, content, or image from Chinese art to initially
strike Dragomoshchenko’s interest. Instead, it was the broader practice of Chinese
landscape painting, viewed within the context of its aesthetic and philosophical

12 Motifs and symbols from classical Chinese art and poetry are present already in Russian Modernist
poetry: see most prominently the poems cycle Farforovy pavilon (1917) by Acmeist poet Nikolai
Gumilev (1886-1921), which was actively inspired by classical Chinese aesthetics (particularly by
its naturalistic clarity of expression and less by its medial implications [Solntseva, 2013]).
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significance, that captured his attention. Chinese painting is traditionally linked
to the other two Chinese classical art forms or perfections (san-chiieh): Calligraphy
and Poetry (Murck & Fong 1991:p.XV)". This is particularly true in the case of
Chinese literati painters (wen-jen hua) from the late Tang and Sung periods, i.c.
several intellectual scholars and officials who generally eschewed the conventions
of academic art (in some cases even conflicting with the emperor court), adopting
instead a more personal and spontancous mode of expression. This promoted an
engagement with questions of form and representation, practicing different artistic
disciplines altogether, including poetry, calligraphy, and landscape painting (Bush,
2012:p.1ff; Zavadskaia, 1975:p.114fF). Many of these artists were influenced by
Chan Buddhism and Taoism, and they intended their aesthetic work as an exercise to
reestablish a lost connection with the common ground of nature and the Se/f; either
through peaceful contemplation of the 7o in their work practice or via fulfilling
“illumination,” as through Zen Buddhist Sazori (Zavadskaia, 1975:p.203ff). In
alignment with Buddhist and Taoist tenets concerning the intrinsic “emptiness” of
phenomena and forms like words and images, these artists regarded linguistic and
visual representations as inherently “insufficient” for comprehensively apprehending
the true essence of things, reflecting this, for example, through intricate roots,
branches and rock formations in landscape painting or lighthearted, spontaneous
brushstrokes in calligraphy (Zavadskaia, 1975:p.371f).

Dragomoshchenko’s reception of Chinese landscape painting was shaped not
only by this rich complementarity of media, but also by the constant overlapping of
reflective thinking and contemplative perception, subjective and objective thought.
These visual and linguistic crossovers are exemplified by Dragomoshchenko’s
poetic descriptions, in which the description of a natural landscape grows parallel
to the meta-poctic observation of the descriptive act itself. This pursuit occurs
in an almost tautological circularity, making the describing agent an integral
part of his own objective description. The most representative example in this
sense is the poem Nabliudenie padaiushchego lista, vsiatoe v kachestve poslednego
obosnovaniia peizazha | Obseration of a falling leaf, taken as the ultimate basis of
landscape] (1985), initially created for the collaborative project with Lyn Hejinian
Nebo Sootvetstvii | Corresponding Sky]. Here the image of an asymmetrical leaf
falling down from a tree triggers what Dragomoshchenko calls “landscape speech®
(“peizazhnaia rech”), letting a fragmentary landscape of visual perceptions,

memories, imaginations, anticipations and apprehensions of thoughts “settle down”

13 On the aesthetical-mythological origin of painting and calligraphy in Chinese literature see

Zavadskaia 1975:p.209fF and 2001 [1969]:p.289f.
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on paper (Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f). The poem opens with an epigraph
from chapter II of the Chinese Taoist text Chuang Tzu (quoted from Pozdneeva’s
Russian translation [1967]), entitled [Discussion] on [making] all things equal (in
Pozdneeva’s translation: O ravenstve veshchei [Pozdneeva, 1967:p.139]), a passage
which sees the Taoist philosopher acknowledging the impossibility of identifying
the precise origin or cause for subjectivity, feelings and emotions, suggesting that
there would be no subject at all if there were no thoughts and feelings as perceivable
objects (Pozdneeva, 1967:p.140). Dragomoshchenko’s poem is then followed by
the brief remark “arenue” [a reading], which emphasizes both the verbal nature of
this observation and the passive stance of the author, as if “reading” or observing his
own description (Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f ). The text makes then several
direct references to the ancient I Ching (or Book of Changes), a traditional source
for classical Chinese aesthetic theories and thinking overall, as well as many indirect
references to Chinese landscape painting and the techniques employed therein:
a rectangular form, “npsimoyroasno’, is followed by the line “Cunesa B npopexax
cenun” [Blue in the sepia gaps], which evokes the typical sepia color of Chinese
handscrolls (Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f). A “mulberry tree” (“Illeaxosn-
ua,” typical for silk production, i.e. the most common handscroll material) is also
referenced (Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f). Additionally, the poem makes
several references to “weaving” and “fabrics” (“Tkann cobmemenns” [Matching
fabrics], “nabaroaeHue ancta, / coTKaBLIce OCHOBY AAs Iciizaxka’ [the observation
of a leaf, / weaving the basis for a landscape]) and alludes to the act of applying
“seals’, i.e. the official ownership markings on Chinese handscrolls (“kacitmut npo-
3pa1HOCTB BemectBo  [sealing the substance transparency]) (Dragomoshchenko,
1985:p.130f). Finally, the poem displays the most basic elements of Chinese
landscape painting, such as mountains, hills and rock formations, featured thereby
as described elements rather than existing objects (“Topa” [Mountain], “onncanus
xamus” [descriptions of a stone], “BykBaabno aepeBo Ha npuropke” [Literally a tree
on a hill]) (Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f). The leaf form itself offers on the
one hand a metaphor for the reciprocal, tautological relationship between the Self
and the World, turning around each other like the edges of a falling leaf (“ocn[10],
KOHLIIBI YbH CBSI3aHBI, / KAK PyKaBa TaBTOAOTHUH, [...] 3epHa cxema pacnipsivaeHa [s
yuy ] B ancre, / Bpamatomenm MectHOCTS [ Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.130f 4);
on the other, it offers another link to Chinese calligraphic art, the leaves of orchids

and other plants being particularly reminiscent of calligraphic marks in Chinese

4‘Becoming its axis, whose ends are joined, / like sleeves of a tautology [...] The seed’s schema is
pulled straight [I teach I] in a leaf / swirled into the surroundings.’ (transl. by Lyn Hejinian).
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aesthetic theory (Zavadskaia, 2001:p.403). Eventually, the leaf image could have

been possibly stimulated by the series of illustrations showing different leaf, branch

and tree types Dragomoshchenko could have observed in the Manual of the Mustard

Seed Garden (a work which is by itself yet another linguistic description of visual
art) (Zavadskaia, 2001:pp.214-239)".

Rather than simply imitating Chinese landscape art and poetry,
Dragomoshchenko’s descriptions address the whole aesthetic practice of Chinese
handscroll painting, employing a reflective approach analogous to his engagement
with the previously mentioned ergodic texts of Buddhism. In several poems from
his early collection O predelakh peska (1983) and others from the later book
Pod Podozreniem (1994), Dragomoshchenko even situates himself within the
narrative of Chinese art history, offering fictionalized accounts of presumably lost
handscrolls and inventing biographies of unknown Chinese handscroll masters.
In the poem Vesennee polnolunie... | The full moon in spring...] (1994), for example,
Dragomoshchenko reiterates a passage from an eleventh-century Chinese painting
history book by Kuo Jo-Hsii about a lesser-known painter named Fang Ts'ung
Chien (whose works are now lost), active during the Five Dynasties. He builds
upon this account by reimagining Fang Ts'ung Chien’s lost work about a warrior
named Ch'en Teng and creating a fictional, semi-mythological biography of the
painter in a footnote to the poem (Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.67)". Similarly, in a
section called Translations from Chinese [ Perevody s kitajskogo] from his collection O
predelakh peska (1983 ), the reader is confronted with a free interpretation of Chinese
aesthetics and cultural history featuring, once again, a fictional Chinese landscape
painting of an utterly invented painter Pz Un Dzi"” described almost mythologically
as “nocaea[nit] nercop[] Heppurodoit anrorornn” [the last censor of the jade
anthology] and “raaBH|[b1i1] ynHOBHUK LepeMoHuy u3BAcucHUs [ LsToro 3Byka”
[chief official for the ceremony of Fifth Sound extraction] (Dragomoshchenko,
1983:p.131). Similar inventions are present in yet another poem, possibly written
for the same collection but published only later in the collected works Opisaniie
[Description] (2000) among the 1960s and 1970s poems of the section Miscellanea,
where a Chinese landscape handscroll is described as featuring French symbolist

!> Many indications from the Manual on how to draw leaf types (such as orchid leaves, bamboo leaves
or whole foliage) are clarified by comparing the strokes to the calligraphy of similar Chinese characters
(Mai-Mai Sze, 1956:p.65f; 368f; 372f; 384f).

!¢ For a comparison with the original source see Kuo Jo-Hsii (1951), p. 33 and 146 (in Russian
translation Go Zho-Siui, 1978).

"7Inalater version from Opisaniie (2000) this fictional name was changed to Iun Li (Dragomoshchenko,
2000:p.325).
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poet Charles Baudelaire together with a fictional Japanese-sounding poet Manefuza
Edziamono'® walking on a mountain path in a classical Chinese landscape setting
(Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.324).

In playing with such imitations and fictional descriptions, Dragomoshchenko
implicitly employs discursive practices such as those of the Chinese Literati painters,
whose works are in fact partly lost and their descriptions surviving (alongside
art history books) only in poetic texts or epigrams by subsequent poets. Literati
painters would have not only provided detailed descriptions of paintings but would
have also engaged in a reciprocal exchange of ideas through their responses to one
another's ekphrastic descriptions, demonstrating a dynamic interplay between visual,
calligraphic, and poetic forms. Prominent examples in this sense are Su Shi’s poem
by the title Guo Xi's Painting Autumn Mountains, Level Distance, dedicated to a
now lost Guo Xi's handscroll painting, and Huang Tingjian’s Matching the Rhyme
of Su Shi Inscribing Guo Xi's Painting, Autumn Mountains, dedicated to Su Shi’s
description of Guo Xi’s painting (Foong, 2000:p.102f). Both poetic texts simulate
thereby the same “floating perspective” of Guo Xi’s visual landscapes, developing
the poetic description upon different points of view (Zavadskaia, 1975:p.233).

Dragomoshchenko's descriptions do not seek to demonstrate any harmonious
convergence of media forms, nor (least of all) to express a natural harmony between
the Self and an underlying “emptiness” of reality, like many Chinese literati painters
(Zavadskaia, 1975:p.206f). Rather his poetic descriptions question first and
foremost the boundary between preconceived categories such as subjectivity and
objectivity, thought and perception, linguistic and visual depiction, embracing
a decentered model of epistemic and aesthetic experience which is constantly

stimulated by the shifting boundaries between these categories.

3. Fictional landscapes from China to Ukraine

Dragomoshchenko's reflections on both Buddhist thought and Chinese
aesthetics can be considered to partake in a general poetics of landscape he has
consistently engaged with since the 1970s, displacing a fragmentary scenery of

thoughts, memory and imagination onto an exterior surface of description”. While

18 Possibly a derivation from the name of popular Japanese poet and master of haiku Matsuo Bashé
(1644-1694), also known by the name of Matsuo Chitemon Munefusa (Bashé, 2008).

Y Landscape as self-reflective projection of language onto a surface of description was a common zopos
among the American so-called “Language Poets” (Edmond, 2004). The poem Nabliudenie
padaiushchego lista as all other poems from the collection Nebo Sootvetstvii were conceived initially
as a common project together with American poetess Lyn Hejinian since their acquaintance in 1983
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Dragomoshchenko partly recognized himself in Buddhist thought and Chinese
aesthetic practices, his landscape poetics have consistently been informed just as
well by other philosophical traditions which he reflected upon from a meta-poetic
perspective. Another one worth mentioning is closer to him geographically while
arguably just as exotic as Chinese literature to most of his Soviet fellow poets
at the time. It is the case of Ukrainian philosopher Hryhorii Skovoroda (1722—
1794), whose writings Dragomoshchenko was likely to have encountered since the
early 1970s*. The eclectic philosophy of paradoxes, coincidentia oppositorum and
self-inquiry espoused by Skovoroda’s writings have exerted a similar fascination
on Dragomoshchenko as the Buddhist and Taoist views on consciousness and
perception that he would have encountered later in his life.

As with Buddhism, Taoism and Chinese aesthetics, Skovoroda’s philosophy
is reflected by Dragomoshchenko from a syncretic, intermedial perspective on
representation, language and thought. The poem Hryhoriia Skovorody Vozvrashchenie
[Hryhorii Skovoroda’s Return], dated 1973 (Dragomoshchenko, 2020:p.42), is
an example of how Dragomoshchenko’s early landscape poems approach similar
issues of subjectivity, objectivity and representation as those inspired by Chinese
aesthetics, while reflecting on them from yet another cultural standpoint.

The poem reimagines the last moments of the Ukrainian philosopher Hryhorii
Skovoroda after years of roaming and travelling. He conceives him in stark contrast

to the image of disciplined spirituality and asceticism that biographers such as

and their regular letter correspondence (to which the name Corresponding sky in the original English
project title also refers). The poems contain impressions from Hejinian’s own letters and quotes from
her poems, e.g. The Guard (1983), which shares a similar goal in investigating “the linguistic layering
of the landscape” (Hejinian, 2000:p.173), making these texts interwoven reflections of each other.
Hejinian and Dragomoshchenko embarked in a long-term translation project of the poems into the
respective language: Dragomoshchenko’s poems would get published under the name Description in
1990, and the text versions (both in the English translation and in the successive Russian re-editions
of the poems) would sometimes change significantly (Edmond, 2012:p.53ff; 214). Besides Language
Poets, the landscape zopos had also been popular in experimental music, e.g. the series Imaginary
Landscapes (1939-1952) by American composer John Cage, in whose compositions the already
mentioned Leningrad underground musician Sergei Kurekhin (founder of Pop-Mckhanika and close
friend to Dragomoshchenko) was interested in at the time. See also Cage’s I Ching inspired Music of
Changes (1951) and its influence on Kurekhin’s compositional method (Kan, 2008:p.83; 104f).

20 Skovoroda’s philosophy had been initially rediscovered in Russia by religious philosophy
at the beginning of the 20 century, particularly by Russian philosopher Vladimir Ern (1882~
1917) with his monograph Grigorii Savvich Skoroda. Zhizn' i uchenie (1912), which also
impacted Symbolist poet Andrei Bely (1880-1934) (Lavrov, 1975). Skovoroda’s anti-
rationalistic, mystical thought was reinterpreted by Ern as representative of a truly “Russian
thought”, an interpretation that echoed Bely’s own ideas about Russia’s “special path” (“oco-
6b1ii myTh”’) (Lavrov, 1975:p.396f).
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Mykhailo Kovalinsky have portrayed (Skovoroda, 1973, vol. I1:pp.439-476).
Dragomoshchenko's portrayal of Skovoroda presents a rather elderly and fragile
figure grounded in physical reality. The Ukrainian philosopher appears exhausted
after years of endless wanderings, sitting at first peacefully, eating cherries and
discarding the seeds at his feet. The landscape evokes images of Ukrainian summer
plains, such as wheat fields and hills under a hot sun, a river flowing between them
and steaming under the heat, cherry and apple trees in bloom, wild bushes, a muddy
clay road and a wagon leaking flour on the ground. Soon enough, the landscape is
revealed to be an almost organic extension of Skovoroda’s own consciousness. His
movements along a “road of astonishment” (“pAopor[a] nsymacnss”) are reflected

and even directly stimulated by his thoughts (“«Aa, 310 5 nay, — npomoasua, — 310

»

MHe TpaBoto»” [ ‘Yes, that is me walking, he mumbled, ‘that is grass to me™']), while
an hawk, traversing the clear sky like a dark dot, is initially depicted as a teardrop,
then later as “suspended” (“uces”) in the sun's embrace and reflected alongside

with it by Skovorda’s eye pupils?? (Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.337f). Ultimately,

2'The expression “a1o Mue TpaBow” declined by the instrumental case appears as the literal realization
of the Russian idiomatic expression “sto mMue Bcé [Tpbin]-Tpasa’, meaning “it’s indifferent to me”
(translator’s note).

22 Skovoroda’s glance at the hawk over the sun is perhaps reminiscent of Skovoroda’s parable about
the hermit “catching an elusive bird” as the eternal, never ending search for Truth (Skovoroda,
1973:p.11f; Ushkalov, 2017:p. 5f ). The bird as folkloristic topos appears also frequently in Skovoroda’s
works, particularly in the Garden of Divine Songs [ Cad 6oxcecmeennvix nwcneir] [Sad bozhestvennykh
pesnei], here, however, bearing specific symbolic meanings borrowed from Ukrainian folklore: see
e.g. the image of a nesting small bird in danger from a hawk (symbolizing humility versus pride) from
the popular 18% song Ot mur nmuuxo woamoboxo [ Oi ty ptichko zholtoboko] (Skovoroda, 1973, vol.
1:p.76; Potebnia, 1883:p.237f). Skovoroda’s Garden can be considered in this context as just as well
an extensive poetic landscape, in this case a landscape about the eternal harmony of creation and the
transient nature of carthly things. Skovoroda’s Garden was also partly inspired by Ukrainian landscapes
(e.g. the 12 song He n011dy 6 20pod 6ozamaudi. A 6ydy na noasx ncums and the 13 song Ax noas, noss
seaerivs, / Tloas, yeromamu pacnewpennse! [ Akh polia, polia zeleny, / Polia, tsvetami raspeshchrenny!]
[Skovoroda, 1973, vol. I:p.691F; Ushkalov, 2017:p.31f]). From the same work, see also Skovoroda’s
praise of the Divine Garden as an eternal place of the soul where “leaves never fall” in the 3" song
Becta ao6a, ax, npumaa! [Vesna liuba, akh, prishla!] (Skovoroda, 1973, vol. I:p.62) (an image which
was possibly retrieved and purposely altered by Dragomoshchenko in his previously mentioned
Habuwdenue nadarougezo ancma | Nabliudenie padaiushchego lista]: see the lines “Copox aer, oaHaxo
X, — TOBOPSIT — ¢ 3T0ro AcpeBa aucT / caetaer” [Dragomoshchenko, 1985:p.131]).

Birds in the sky appear in general multiple times in Dragomoshchenko’s poetry, often asa
symbol for the dynamic and interdependent duality of form and background (e.g. as a
metaphor for letters on paper), through which an otherwise invisible background becomes
visible (Jampol'skii, 2015:p.66fF). This corresponds to the principle of “concealment in
disclosure” [“coxpsitue B orkpsrtun’] and the Buddhist “radiance in eclips” [“cusnue B

sarmenun”| Dragomoshchenko talks about in his essays (2011a:p.215; 2011b:p.620).
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upon death, Skovoroda's “spirit” (“ayx”) is depicted almost as reuniting with Nature,

as if in a process of returning (as the poem'’s title suggests) to the maternal womb

(Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.338), extending its arms in a manner reminiscent of

“children's tree branches” (“erssimu aeTckumu”) (Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.338).

The figure of Death is personified thereby as a reaper with his sickle, fitting into

the wheat fields of the Ukrainian landscape and representinga principle of life and
rebirth (“xusureapnomy sxaay”) (Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.338).

Skovoroda’s apparent dissolution into the natural landscape of the poem reflects
his own philosophy of fulfilment through self-examination and recognition of
one’s own invisible, eternal nature through the visible world of transient forms
(Chyzhevsky, 1974; von Erdmann, 2005), resonating in the poem's epigraph
from a letter to Kovalinsky, in which he contrasts his actual birth with the more
fulfilling and illuminating birth of the Spirit of Christ in his heart (“Nam mea
frusta genetrix enixa fuit, ni Tu genuisses me, o lux mea, vita mea”?) (Skovoroda,
1973, vol. I1:p.327). However, as with the poems inspired by Chinese painting
aesthetics, Dragomoshchenko’s poem goes beyond the representation of Skovoroda's
mystical thought. As is the case with most of his subsequent poetic landscapes,
the poem evokes memories from Dragomoshchenko’s personal background, here
specifically his youth in Ukraine. The image of Skovorda’s eating cherries, following
the hawk with the gaze and falling in a mystical experience of rebirth is reminiscent
of Dragomoshchenko’s own semi-mystical experience in childhood as narrated in
his later novel Raspolozhenie v domakh i dereviakh | An Arrangement in Homes
and Trees] (1978) which describes a scene from his youth on a rooftop during
the summer months, contemplating sparrows eating cherries and experiencing a
sense of rebirth (Dragomoshchenko, 2022:p.230). Dragomoshchenko himself is
therefore implicitly present, once again, within the frame of his own descriptive
account, figuring as both subject and object of Skovoroda’s mystical experience.

Furthermore, the poem was republished many years later in his last poetry
collection Tavrologiia | Tautology] (2011), this time bearing the subtitle kleenka,
akril, promyshlennye krasiteli, pozolota [oilcloth, acrylic, industrial dyes, gilding)
(Dragomoshchenko, 2011a:p.174), which clearly situates it in the context of the
poetics of ekphrastic description developed in the decades after the 1980s. The
subtitle could be seen as a reference to cither naive painting (“oilcloth, acrylic”) or
orthodox icon painting and crafting (the “gilding” [“pozolota”] layer on it), which
in light of the experience with Chinese handscroll aesthetics can be seen as just as
much problematizing the ekphrastic description of a painted landscape as a non-

‘For my mother would have given birth in vain, had you not given birth to me, My light, My life.
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objective, inverted reflection of it, like the inverted perspective of orthodox icons™.
The contextual similarity of these media reflections stimulates also philosophical
analogies between the mystical philosophy of self-cognition and paradoxical
coincidentia oppositorum of Skovoroda (as well as his carefree, joyful attitude towards
carthly things [Ushkalov, 2017:p.31]) and the Taoist philosophy of paradoxes,
spontaneity and “equality of things” as seen by Chuang-Tzu as of fundamental
relevance for Chinese painting aesthetics. Skovoroda’s reflecting the hawk in his eye
pupil and his dreams, described as nests “brooding bird chicks” (“nrerwos BeBO-
ast”) (Dragomoshchenko, 2000:p.337), can be regarded in this sense as somewhat
alike to Chuang-Tzu’s butterfly dream parable at the end of chapter II, in which
dreamer and dreamed object (Chuang-Tzu and the butterfly) cast doubts on whose
consciousness is actually “dreaming” of being the other, making both subjects a
reflection of each other (Pozdneeva, 1967:p.146).

4. Conclusions: Dragomoshchenko’s landscape poetics as an
instrument of self-questioning and cross-cultural displacement

Dragomoshchenko’s landscape poems and poetic descriptions are not
conceivable as something like a philosophical dialogue between different cultures,
even less a globalizing and universal experience (as the practice of Chinese literati
painters and Skovoroda’s philosophia perennis would be). Instead, they are conceived
first and foremost as an experience of self-reflection and self-questioning, shifting
the boundaries between thought, expression and perception. The different cultural
and philosophical views are reflected in the poetic descriptions almost as a mirror
in which the describing agent would be able to get rid of his own national-cultural
allegiance and subjective preconceptions.

Poetry is for Dragomoshchenko by no means a monolithic product of culture;
rather, it is a process that is perpetually on the verge of becoming something other
than itself, subject to constant reflection and questioning by both the author and
the reader, stimulated even by the rejection of it: “TToasus - ectb AoocTaTouHO 1pO-
CTOEC OTHOLICHHE MEXAY 1yBCTBOM IIPE3PCHHS K HEH XKe, KAKOBOM Ob1 OHa HU ObIAa
(ecam ona cymectsyer), u camum ee mucanuem” (Dragomoshchenko, 2013:p.310)%.
As Dragomoshchenko put it in his essay Konspekt-Kontekst, language in poetry

#See also the possible pun entailed in the word “npomermaennsie” [industrial ] with its etymological
root msecas [thought] referring to a reflexive practice.

»‘Poetry consists in a quite simple relationship between the contempt you feel for it, whatever poetry
may be (if it actually exists), and the very same process of writing it
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“cannot be appropriated” since it is “perpetually incomplete” (Dragomoshchenko,
1990:p.21). This means for him also that poetic language cannot even properly
partake in any particular national culture: “SI3bix moasuu HuKoraa He craHOBHUTCS
S3BIKOM HALJMOHAABHOTO HACACAHS, [...] OH He SBASETCS TaKXKe MEYTON O Bceob-
HOCTH, HO PaspbIBOM CAOBa co BceM ckasaHHbIM npexac” (Dragomoshchenko,
2011a:p.209)%*. The fact that Dragomoshchenko never studied any Eastern
foreign language and relied on Soviet translations demonstrates this a-priori
skepticism towards the possibility of attaining and appropriating knowledge in
languages and cultures”. Dragomoshchenko’s convergence of different cultural
and philosophical traditions doesn’t intend to follow the model of a universal
philosophia perennis as some mystical traditions he indeed showed much interest
in (including Skovoroda’s philosophy); rather, it stands for something which could
be redefined as poesis perennis, a transnational attitude towards language based
on continuous “disruptions” [“paspsBom”] (Dragomoshchenko, 2011a:p.209)
in views and perspectives instead of joint commonalities. Confronted with the
position of Leningrad underground poet Viktor Krivulin mentioned in the
beginning, Dragomoshchenko’s indifference to national culture stands out as
opposite to the Mandel'shtam-reminiscent burden of (literary) culture and memory
in Krivulin’s poetic reflections. Krivulin’s ephemeral landscapes of Saint Petersburg
from ekphrastic descriptions like “Gobeleny” (Sandler, 2007) are substituted
in Dragomoshchenko’s poetry by a culturally and geographically dispersed (or
disrupted) landscape of language.

Dragomoshchenko’s continuous reflections on the subtle boundary between
subjectivity and objectivity, thought and perception, verbal and visual expression,
as illustrated in this paper, do not seek to transcend, or utterly negate these
dichotomies, but rather to functionalize their intrinsic difference and disruptions

asan alternative perspective upon them. When asked about his personal strategy of

26“The language of poetry never becomes a language of national heritage, [...] neither is it a dream of
universality, but a disruption between a single word and all that has been said before.

70On the background of such a cultural indifference it may be questioned why Dragomoshchenko
always opted for Russian instead of his second mother-tongue Ukrainian for all his poetic works.
This choice remains a non-trivial issue that should be reconsidered from a larger historical postcolonial
perspective that goes beyond the scope of this paper. As far as is known, Dragomoshchenko never
consciously reflected on the matter, so that the degree of conscious choice in opting for a language
instead of the other remains questionable, given also his skepticism towards language as such (let
alone language as a means of national and cultural expression). As illustrated in this paper, the
Ukrainian cultural landscape is still present on multiple levels in Dragomoshchenko’s work (including
some passages in Ukrainian language) and plays a much greater role in his poetics than the Russian
topographic literary discourse of Leningrad and Petersburg.
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resistance against both the official rhetoric of the State and the vulgarity of popular
medias in a Radio Liberty Interview in 2010, Dragomoshchenko replied at first
by distancing himself from forms of direct opposition or regation (in line with
many former members of the Leningrad underground): “conporusacuue u ‘Her’
HE UMEIOT HU4ero o0uwero mexay coboit. ‘Her Bceraa obopaunBaercst ‘A2’ u BecbMa
vacto HeoxknaanHo  (Fanailova et. al,, 2010)*. He instead promoted something
he called “resisting the weather”, explaining this by referring, once again, to Taoist
philosopher Chuang Tzu: “st conporusasiocs noroae. [...] On [Chuang Tzu] ro-
BopHT: «[...] SI mpocTo cTanOBAIOCH BOAOI». S X0uy cKasath, 4TO MOs popma
CONpOTUBACHHS — 3TO PopMa HebbITHS, 51 epectato Obits” (Fanailovaet. al,, 2010)%.
As noted by Evgenii Pavlov, this strategy of resistance is the opposite of political
resistance and opposition, while still representing a peculiar form of dissidence
and refusal, i.e. refusing to take any political stance and becoming “functional” to
the political machine (Pavlov, 2017). It could be argued that not taking position
is paradoxically speakingjust as well an intentional act of taking position, either in
a passive undifferentiated way or an active will (such as Dragomoshchenko’s will
to “becoming water”). As mentioned before and as evident with his cross-over of
multiple medias and cultural references, however, Dragomoshchenko’s strategy is
eventually to escape both positive affirmation and negative opposition, turning the
very same act of “differentiation” between categories (i.c. the disruption implicit in
any intentional act of thought and expression) into a poetic paradigm of inquiry

and reflection, driven by its own perennial incompleteness.
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Cumone IBupetu

Yuusepsurer Oto Gpuapux y bambepry

ITJECHHUYKH ITEJ3AJKHN APKAANJA APATOMOINTYEHKA
KAO UHCTPYMEHT CAMOUMCIIMTHUBABA U
MEBYKVYATYPHOT ITPEMJEIITAIHA Y IITOBHOM
COBJETCKOM AHAEPIPAYHAY

Pesume

OBaj aKaAEMCKH PaA HCTPAsKyje MOETCKE MEj3axKe ApKaAuja ,A,parOMOU.I'{CHKa,
COBjETCKOT jeCHUKA U3 YKPajuHe, aKTHBHOT Ha ACEbUHI PAACKO]j aHAEPTPAYHA,
KIH)KEBHO] CljeHH. AyTOop aHaAM3upa AparoMoII4EHKOBO AjEAO,
orkpusajyhu yrunaje GyAncTHYKe MHCAM, KAACHYHE KMHECKE CCTETHKE U
punosoduje I'puropuja Cxosopoape. ¥ paay ce AparomorrdeHKoBa oesuja
HCITUTYje KA0 jEAMHCTBEHA IIPaKca caMopeAEKCHje KOja Ce OIHMPE yCTaACHUM
KYATYpHUM Kaacu¢ukanujama. Eberosu nmoercku mejsasxu, uHcnupucanu
KHHECKUM CAHKApCTBOM, CKOBOPOAMHOM MHCTHYHOM $HAO30PUjOM U
OYAHCTHYKOM MHUCAH, UCTPaxyjy rpanune usmehy cy6jektuBHoCTH U
006jeKTUBHOCTH T€ IPEACTABAA]Y TPAHCHAIIMOHAAHH IPHUCTYII jE3UKY U
HOETCKUM MeAUjuMa. Y paay ce Ha Kpajy aHaAH3Hpa AparoMoIIyeHKoB
pedaekcuBHY, HepAEPEHIMPAHU IIPUCTYII KYATYPHMM IPaHHIIAMa y
KOHTEKCTY COBjETCKE HE3BAHUYHE KYAType (TaxosBana »BTOpas KyAbTypa“).
A paroMoIryeHKOB IPUCTYII CE CTOra IIOPEAU €A HHAYE MTPECYAHOM YAOTOM
kyaTypHor namhema y coBjeTckoj He3BaHHYHOj Moe3ujH (HIIP. Y AjeAuMa
ACBUHTPAACKOT HjecHuKa Bukropa Kpusyanna). Ha taj Haunn aHaausupa
ce Kako AparoMour4eHKo y CBOM AjEAY HACTOjU A I/ISGjCI‘HC AUXOTOMHU]E
Kao IUTO Cy 7p8a U dpy2a KyAnzypd, SBAHUYHA U HE3BAHMYHA, CTPAHA U
HAITMOHAAHA KYATYpa.

» Kwyune pujeun: AemHUHrpascka aHACPIPayHA KHHXKEBHOCT,
CaMOPC(l)ACKCI/Ija, mej3akHa IMoesuja, 6yAI/1321M, KHHECKA YMjETHOCT,
CxoBopoaa.

Preuzeto: 29. 11. 2024.
Korekcije: 15. 3. 2025.
Prihvaceno: 28. 3. 2025.
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