Joseph Brodsky the War Poet
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It might be expected that a poet born in Leningralillay 1940, who survived the first winter
of the Siege before being evacuated with his mathépril 1942, then returned in 1944 to
spend much of his childhood in streets scarredibyagds and artillery fire, would have
reflected this experience in his work. It is alma#rtain that a poet who followed a
conventional path into the Soviet literary estdbhient would have done so. But Joseph
Brodsky did not follow such a path, and his readltEns of the war did not adhere to
conventional Soviet pieties. As Valentina Polukhinaded, ‘From the very beginning of his
writing, Brodsky created a language which is higflistinct from the official language of the
state, thereby attracting attention to himself aridging misfortune on himself The way
Brodsky wrote about war emphasized his refusaktyale the clichés of official culture, in
which the 1941-45 war came to occupy a central e for example, when, in the course of
an essay on St Petersburg, he evokes the intefiovartime Siege victims’ homes in a way
that first suggests, and then undercuts the suggesiat their suffering has left a persistent
physical trace: ‘however repainted and stuccoezlctilings and facades of this unconquered
city still seem to preserve the stain-like impriatsts inhabitants’ last gasps and last gazes. Or
perhaps it's just bad paint and bad stuécBrodsky keeps the pathos in check while also
evoking the ordeal undergone by individuals andgecsing their humanity.

Lev Losev’s biography of Brodsky records his eankgrest in military matters which
was stimulated by his father’s tales of militarywsee, the spectacle of fireworks celebrating
the victory in 1945 and of prisoners of war clegrihe rubble of bomb-damaged buildings, as
well as regular childhood visits to the Museumtwd Defence of Leningrad that was not far
away from his homé Brodsky’s interest continued into his later lifeémigration, as one of
his American translators, George L. Kline, recakdine had seen wartime service as a
navigator in military aviation. Brodsky treasuredpaotograph of Kline receiving the
Distinguished Flying Cross in 1944, as well as Klinservice cap His essay ‘Spoils of War’
explores the war’s legacy as received by young &aiiizens of his generation. There was
pride in being on the victorious side: ‘If anyboggofited from the war, it was us children.
Apart from having survived it, we were richly prded with stuff to romanticize or fantasize
about. In addition to the usual childhood diet afntas and Jules Verne, we had military
paraphernalia, which always goes well with boysthiss, it went exceptionally well, since it
was our country that won the warYet this patriotic pride, which aligned with ofiad
narratives of endurance and victory, was just aspeet of the war's legacy. The war also
brought an influx of objects and influences frora World beyond the Soviet Union. In ‘Spoils
of War’ Brodsky contemplates the square cans afeaibeef — wartime food aid from the
United States — that were repurposed, when emmtyafrious domestic uses, as well as other
items, such as the Phillips short-wave radio whistught American jazz into his home, and
the trophy films with Errol Flynn, that entrancéx tpoet and his contemporaries with a vision
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of an utterly un-Soviet, un-Stalinist way of befhin ‘Spoils of War’ Brodsky characterizes
the war as a catalyst that helped to break thrabgHhbuttoned-up, rigid, inhibited, winter-

minded standards of private and public conducg; Tarzan films, shown in the early 1950s,
made, Brodsky wrote, an unparalleled contributmdéstalinizatior.

The association of war with the disruption of rigiadd limited ways of seeing the world
left its mark on the way that Brodsky represented iv his poetry. Even though war did not
become one of his more prominent themes, it crgpm umany different contexts, in poems
drawing on episodes from classical mythology, sashthe Trojan War, as well as poems
responding to current events: the death of on&é@inost eminent wartime military leaders,
Marshall Georgii Zhukov, in 1974, the Turkish inasof Cyprus in the same year, and the
Soviet war in Afghanistan. There are also poemhich it is difficult or impossible to identify
the war being portrayed with a particular histdreaent, such alsetter to General Z({Tucvmo
TI'enepany 3.) of 1968, or the long-standing war taking placeneahere on the edge of the
Roman empire irLetters to a Roman Frien@7ucsma pumckomy opyey) of 1972, both first
published in 197%.

Brodsky’s frame of reference for writing about waes far beyond the Soviet narrative
of the Great Patriotic War of 1941-45. This chaptansiders two of his poems related to war
that enter into a dialogue with Russian poems ensdime theme from earlier tim&3n the
Death of Zhuko¥Ha cmepms JKykosa), written in 1974 and first published in the sayear,
andLines on the Winter Campaign, 1980nuxu o 3umneii kamnanuu 198020 200a), written
in 1980 and first published in 19810thers look to the literature of classical antiguiThe
poemSonnet(Conem), ‘Great Hector has been killed by arrowWS3enukuii ['ektop crpenamu
y6ut’), written in 1962 and first published in 1963]diin a gap in the action of a tragedy by
Sophocles on the fate of Ajax, one of the most phwé&reek warriors who took part in the
Trojan War® The poems to be considered in this chapter owelittbe to conventional Soviet-
era approaches to writing about war. The officiaha@n of poems about World War Two
represents the war as having a clear purpose aadinge It acknowledges the suffering caused
by the war, and endows it with meaning as part oblective act of sacrifice that guarantees
eventual victory and eternal memory for the deada 1985 article in th&@imes Literary
SupplemenBrodsky considers Soviet writers’ responses tonhg finding that almost all of
the prose written before the 1960s put forwarchéerpretation that was ‘by and large, a matter
of embellishing the state-sponsored versidrBrodsky recognises the merits of the prose
written in the 1960s and later by authors includimgBelarusian Vasil Bykau and Viacheslav
Kondratev, in its ‘openness to individual suffefingnd declares that poetry’s affinity with
tragedy enabled it to perform ‘a far more univejshl when it came to representing the war.
He singles out poets of the war generation, suchAkksandr Tvardovskii, Sergei
Narovchatov, and Evgenii Vinokurov who might, irdi#ferent cultural climate, have had a
significant effect on the poetry that followed. Tiwe poets whose war poetry Brodsky most
admires are Semen Lipkin and Boris Slutskii. Oft&Hii, he writes: ‘The sense of tragedy that
his poems convey frequently extends, almost agdiissobwn will, from the concrete and
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historical to the existential: where every trageidythe end, belongs? Brodsky’s comment
on the way Slutskii‘'s poems reach beyond the ‘cetecand historical’ circumstances of war
to consider questions of human existence may peostne insight into what Brodsky saw as
important in poetry about war.

As this chapter will show, whether they are dealwith wars in classical mythology,
wars taking place in an unspecified location antetior particular conflicts in modern times,
Brodsky’s poems share similar features in the vay they represent war, the people involved
in it, the environment of war and the inanimateegty in that environment. Often the war is
portrayed in ways that emphasize a lack of actrmhraovement, and it is hard to tell what the
conflict is meant to achieve. It can be difficaltget a clear sense of time and place. The human
beings that are involved in war appear to be pastiack agency or even animacy; sometimes
they feature only through the naming of isolatedybparts. Inanimate objects, whether man-
made or part of the natural world, by contrast, emdowed with agency and emotions and
personified, while the people seen alongside thesamble objects. The perspective provided
by the poems’ first-person speaker is often detdchmmotionally reserved, ambivalent.

Just occasionally there is a poem in which thelsgresets his detachment asiBesnia
Tune written in English in 1992, the year the conflitthat part of former Yugoslavia began,
is an unequivocal statement on the burden of mresglonsibility that rests on those in the
international community who would rather ignore thass killing in former Yugoslavia. They
are complicit with the perpetrators:

Time, whose sharp bloodthirsty quill
parts the killed from those who Kill,
will pronounce the latter band

as your brand?®

Bosnia Tunecondemns violence and the lack of will to protiestvictims. Letter to General
Z., written in 1968, consists of a monologue addmk$sea soldier to a general, announcing
his refusal to continue serving in a war that hagustifiable, or even discernible purpose. The
poem is, if obliquely, a response to the Sovieagion of Czechoslovakia, which Brodsky saw
as shameful. The soldier declares, sarcastically:

... CI0J1a Hac, TyMalo, 3aBelia

HE CTpaTerus Jaxke, HO kaxJa OpaTcTaa:
Jy4Ille B Yy>KUe BCTPEBATH JIeNa,

KOT'/Ia B CBOMX HaM HE pa3o0paThCsl.

(We were brought here, | think, / not even becafssrategy but because of a thirst
for brotherhood: / it's better to meddle in othepple’s business / when we aren’t able
to sort out our own}

Although the poem does not express ambivalencetdbeuwnature and purpose of the
war, the way it represents war has features tleaslaared by some of the poems discussed in
this chapter. There is uncertainty about the time the place in which the war is going on.
The epigraph claims to be from a song about thgeSi¢ La Rochelle, but the details in the
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poem are ambiguous, mixing the archaic with the enodh mentions of a ‘crusade’ but also
the ‘red star emblem of Soviet armed forces. Thedemn world collides with classical
mythology when the speaker refers to the gazeeot #itz [camera] alongside the stare of the
Gorgon. Spatial references are also confusingEtheator is said to be wider than the stripe
on the general’s trousers, compass directionsaneliable, distance has made radio messages
indecipherable. The war offers no occasion for ieetaction; it has degenerated into
immobility, with little prospect of further movemer rapped in a dead end, the army has lost
all discipline and virtually disintegrated.

‘| feel as though | was a part of World War II' .1°

In his poetry, and in his life, Brodsky drew digfilons between wars that were unjust and
shameful, and those which were fought in a justseaide expressed his support for the
American involvement in the Vietnam War, as partiafecessary resistance to the spread of
Communismt® There is no sign that he understood the SeconddWdar as anything except

a just war. Yet his childhood pride in his coungryictory did not translate into simplistic
triumphalism in the poems that he wrote on that Wwestead, he wrote poems that reflected on
the persistence of that war in its physical, cotecteaces, and how the war was remembered.
The three poems under discussion in this partethapter deal with a memorial, the side-by-
side existence of the present and wartime catdst;ognd the commemoration of a leading
Soviet military figure.

The first of theseThe Fountain in Memory of the Heroes of the Defaidbe Hanko
Peninsula(@ouman namsmu cepoes ob6oponvl nonyocmposa Xanxo), written in 1970 and first
published in 1977, concerns a monument near Braslsigme in Leningrad. The monument,
built in 1945, comprises a facade, a commemoratsaiption and a fountain. Its style echoes
the Baroque style of the nearby Church of St Pamteln, built to mark the Russian naval
victory over Sweden in 1714 at Gangut, later knoash Hanko; the 1945 monument
commemorates Soviet troops who lost their liveautumn 1941 defending a naval base at
Hanko. Brodsky does not make the connection witesiRun imperial military might explicit,
however, being more concerned with the conditionhef memorial in the present day. The
water pipes installed by the city authorities ted¢he fountain have fallen into disrepair:

3nech 10MKeH ObITh (POHTAH, HO OH HE ObET.
OnHako ceBepHas CHIPOCTh Hallla
0CBOOOXIaeT BIIACTH OT 3a00T,

¥ 5KaK/Ibl He UCTILITHIBAET yarma.t’

(There is meant to be a fountain here, but it dagswork. / However, our northern
dampness / relieves the authorities from conceang/the basin feels no thirst.)

The opening stanza implies that the authoritiesratéferent to the memory of those
who died. Nature, however, compensates for thajtece by filling the basin of the fountain
with rainwater. In that northern city the rainfal the poem concludes, more reliable than
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human tears. The impersonal processes of the hatoréd, it seems, provide a surrogate
expression of ephemeral human grief and memory:

U BB, repon XaHKO, HUYETO

HE HOTCpHJ’II/I: MCTCOITPOTHO3bI
TBepIAT 0 mocTtosincTBe H20,
3aTMUBILEM YeJIOBEUECKHE Cie3bl. e
(And you, heroes of Khanko, have lost nothing: ¢ theather forecasts / speak
repeatedly of the constancy of®i/ which has eclipsed human tears.)

The suggestion that inanimate natural phenomenamzamfest emotional responses
when humans appear to have lost their capacity 8nds something that occurs in other poems
which will be discussed below. The other two poamse considered in this section are
concerned with the human memory of the Second WWdr. Rotterdam Diary
(Pommepoamckuii onesnux) was written in July 1973 and first published i@8Z. In each
stanza the present day co-exists with the traunveditime past. The city of Rotterdam is
evoked in the first stanza from the perspectivéhefspeaker who is taking shelter under an
umbrella on a rainy evening. The falling rain prasnfhe speaker to imagine the Luftwaffe
bombs that fell on the city in May 1940 and obhted it; he recalls the event with an emphasis
on the emotional indifference of the streets anttimgs that were destroyed:

l'opona
HC JIFOAU U HEC MIPAYYTCA B IOABE3AC
BO BpeMsl JIUBHS. Y JIUIIbI, 1OMa
HC CXOIAT B OTUX CIy4dasaX € yMa
W, TIafiasi, He IPH3BIBAIOT K MecTH.®
(Cities are not people and do not hide in doorwagsring a downpour. Streets and
houses / do not, in these cases, lose their reAaad, call for vengeance as they fall.)

These visceral emotional responses are set attande from the people who
experienced the destruction of the city in 1940.9Bparating the emotions from the people
who felt them, the poem foregrounds the speakerfadetachment, as does the oddly
euphemistic phrase Htux ciyuasx’ (in these cases) used to denote the violent wiesin of
cities by aerial bombardment. This sense of irdetachment persists in the second stanza, in
which the speaker, viewing the high-rise buildingsch have replaced the old city, reflects
that Le Corbusier and the Luftwaffe both expendedserable efforts on transforming
Europe’s appearance. It is only in the final statined the violent deaths of the inhabitants of
wartime Rotterdam intrude less obliquely on thesprg-day city. Using the metaphor of a
stump left after the amputation of a limb, that tiaures to cause pain even after many years
have passed, the speaker acknowledges the pecsistepainful memories, of the city and its
people who were destroyed, but not entirely erdised memory. The speaker, high up in one
of the city’s tower blocks, realizes that he ansl tbmpanions are sharing the same space as
the victims of the air raids thirty years before:

Houb. Tpu necarunerus crnycrs
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MBI ITIb€M BUHO MPU KPYMHBIX JETHUX 3BE3/1aX
B KBapTUPE Ha JABA/IATOM ITaXKE —

Ha YPOBHE, JOCTUTHYTOM YK€

B3JIETEBIIMMH 3/1eCh HEKOT/IA Ha BO3TyX.20

(Night. Thirty years later / we drink wine undeetlarge summer stars / in a flat on the
twentieth floor, / at a height that was alreadycheal by those who, / at one time, flew
up into the air here.)

The image of the stump, a reminder of severe badjlyy, is presented in an oddly
disembodied and abstract way. The final stanzaghiew goes on to evoke the violent deaths
of many individual people, translating this abdtiatage into broken human flesh. The poem
closes with an uncomfortable contrast between geepjoying a pleasant summer’s evening
together in the present and the bodies of thosedkih the bombing that were flung into the
air by the force of the explosions. The realitytted way the people of Rotterdam died, more
or less suppressed in the first two stanzas, bréaksigh in the final line, even though the
speaker does not voice an emotional response lgliretis language suggests detachment: in
the first stanza, when the people, defined ashimg tthat cities are not, are namedaszin’
(people). When it comes to evoking their horrildeef they are unnamed, referred to only in a
participial construction: ‘those who flew upwardsi.a poem which maintains its emotional
distance on the level of language, the final cattketween past and present is shockingly
abrupt, as imagination bridges the gulf in bothcgpand time between the peaceful city and
the horrific deaths of the people of Rotterdam94Q.

The brutality of war is acknowledged @n the Death of Zhukowere, however, the
carnage is attributed not to enemy action, butéceictions of one of the most celebrated Soviet
military leaders, Marshall Zhukov. The way the waas officially remembered in the Soviet
Union was silent about the human cost of the wairhlad resulted from Soviet generals’ often
casual attitude towards sustaining heavy lossdsitie. Official memory also preferred to
overlook Zhukov’'s own unjust treatment by Stalitnodemoted him and sent him to a posting
in the provinces far from Moscow only a few monéfier he had played a central part in the
Victory parade there.

Brodsky’s poem is not unwilling to recognise Zhulsomerits, acknowledging that he
led his forces in a just cause (fipaBomy memy’ [in a just cause’), admires his military
brilliance, and acknowledges his role as a savidutis country?! It also notes, with some
sympathy, Zhukov's post-war demotion, and sets @iomgside Roman generals Belisarius
and Pompey, who like him paid a price for militayccess and were mistreated by the state
they served. But the poem also expresses consldaatbivalence towards Zhukov. This is
achieved in part through the way it deploys allosito a poem of 1800 by Gavriila Derzhavin
commemorating a celebrated Russian commander oéaalier era, General Aleksandr
Suvorov?? The meter, language and styleQuf the Death of Zhukaecho Derzhavin’s poem,
suggesting their affinity. Yet Brodsky’s poem ismadike a mirror-image of Derzhavin’s than
a copy, an image that is inverted even as it isogked. Music, or its absence, is a prominent
feature in each poem. Brodsky begins his poem thighabsence of sound: he can see the
funeral procession and the trumpets being playetthe wind carries away the sound of the
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mournful music. At the conclusion of his poem, Bsky calls for music. At the start of

Derzhavin’s poem, the speaker twice instructs Hibcdh not to sing its martial tune, insisting

that the death of Suvorov is more fittingly marksdthe music of the lyre than by a march for
a leaderless army. Brodsky’s poem ends with arrénwe of Derzhavin’s order to the bullfinch

not to sing, as he calls for military music frometrum and fife (the instrument to which
Derzhavin compares the song of the bullfinch).

The different ways that the two poets evoke musttits absence is, however, not the
only striking contrast that emerges from a comparisf their work. Their portrayals of the
two deceased military leaders have nothing in commerzhavin has nothing but admiration
for Suvorov and sorrow at his loss; his poem empgkasSuvorov’s self-sacrifice, his
willingness to endure cold, heat, to sleep on stibat all, in devoted service of the monarch.
Brodsky admires Zhukov's skill and achievementg,loen it comes to sacrifice, he speaks
only of his apparent indifference to the loss &, lhis readiness to sacrifice the lives of his
own soldiers and so to buy military success withghce of their blood. In Brodsky'’s portrayal
of Zhukov there is no account of his heroic actjondact there are only a limited number of
verbs that denote actions carried out by him. Tised$tanza ends by reporting his journey into
death: B cmepth yesxkaer miamennsiii XKykos' (‘thundering Zhukov rolls towards death’s
mansion’), and the third begins with an evocatiénhe price that his soldiers paid as they
followed Zhukov’s orders:Cxonbko o mposmi kposu conaarckoit’ (‘How much dark blood,
soldiers’ blood, did he spill then’). The verbstive third stanza that follow are questions and
speculation. The one piece of reported speeclvatitd to Zhukov is what he might say to his
soldiers if he encountered them in hefl:Boesan’ (‘We were fighting to win’)?3

War as Estrangement

Zhukov's imagined response in the afterlife toghkliers who died under his command
suggests an understanding of his role as militamypmander that exempts him from any
responsibility for the human cost of his decisiohke chilly detachment demonstrated by
Brodsky’s Zhukov is echoed, at least in part, mtifiree poems discussed in this section, all of
which represent war observed from a perspectiveledbichment and estrangement. The
violence of war is often described in ways that endilseem impersonal, something that takes
place without human intervention. The people thatrapresented appear to have little or no
agency; inanimate objects, on the other hand, eapebsonified and act independently. The
first two poems are connected with classical aitqone by virtue of its setting on Cyprus,
the other because it concerns the death of GreekAjax, an episode from the Trojan War
that is told both in thdiad and a tragedy by Sophocles. The third poem, oistweet war in
Afghanistan, depicts a shameful campaign whichaksvine degradation of humanity, now on
the verge of climbing back down the evolutionagyder.

War in the Refuge of Aphrodi{Boiina ¢ ybesrcuwe Kunpuowr), written in 1974 and
published in 1987, prompted by the Turkish invasadrCyprus that took place in that year.
‘Kiprida’ is another name for the Greek goddess wplite, whose home was believed to be
on the island of Cyprus. In the first two stanzeassical antiquity and the natural world
provide Brodsky with the means to set the violeotgvar at a distance. At the start of the
poem the war is aestheticized by descriptions olevice through comparisons drawn from
nature: an explosion is likened to a momentary gagé® swaying in the breeze. The poem’s
title might lead readers to expect some kind ddlliey of an episode from mythology. This is
provided in the second stanza, which alludes tstiigy of Phaethon, the son of Helios the sun
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god who insisted on driving his father’'s sun-chiaaicross the skies, only to be struck down by
one of Zeus’s thunderbolts as a punishment forrgalost control of the chariot and set the
world on fire. In the context of modern warfareg gtory loses its association with the gods:
the modern-day equivalent of Phaethon is an ainwlawse plane has crashed into the sea. In
the third and final stanza, classical referencesiaragery drawn from the natural world are
set aside. The poem presents a scene that is shapediparisons drawn unmistakably from
the modern world, in which Cyprus is a popular éha@yi destination rather than a retreat for a
goddess:

U B mo3ax AJI PCKIIAMHOTO IJIaKaTa
Ha TaJIbKe, pacKaJIeHHOU mo0ena,
Masg4daT HEIMOABUKHBIC TECJIA,
OCTABIIIHCh 3aropaTh MoCIe 3aKaTa. >t
(And in poses fit for an advertising poster, / omite-hot pebbles, / motionless bodies
loom, / remaining there to sunbathe after sunset.)

These are not sunbathers oblivious to the factttietsun has already set, but dead
bodies lying on the beach. The image of corpsesuabathing holidaymakers is a macabre
parody of the everyday life which the war has intpted. The agents of this catastrophe are
unnamed and invisible, but more powerful than Zaus his thunderbolts, their victims more
numerous and innocent of any misdemeanours thdttrhaye provoked divine wrath.

In Brodsky’s 1962 sonnet, ‘Great Hector has bakedkby arrows'there is no collision
of the ancient and modern worlds, but a close-e@wwf a legendary combatant, the Greek
warrior Ajax. According to legend, earlier in theojan War Hector and Ajax fought one
another in single combat. Neither could prevailrdiie other, and they parted amicably, having
exchanged gifts: Hector gave Ajax his sword, whijgx gave Hector a belt. Brodsky’s poem
portrays no military action, but shows insteadafiermath of Hector’s death, as his soul drifts
across dark waters while his widow, Andromache,psasseen in the distance. The last ten
lines of this sonnet focus our attention on Ajaxhaswades along a river. He seems to be
following Hector and mourning for him, although whians from his eyes are not tears, but
life:

Tenepr nedanbHbIM BedepoM AsIKC
OpeneT B pyube PO3pavHOM I10 KOJIEHO,
a )KU3HBb OCXKHT U3 TJ1a3 ero PaCKPBITHIX
3a I'extopom...2°

(Now, in the sad evening, Ajax / wanders up tokimees in a transparent stream, / and
life runs from his open eyes / after Hector...)

Ajax, wading downstream, appears to be drawn orsvaydhis sword, which, in spite of its
weight, is nevertheless borne along by the curfEm. heroic warrior seems to be in the grip
of mysterious forces, unable, or unwilling to regieem.

Without knowledge of the context, readers face m@sierable challenge in making
sense of this enigmatic short poem. The traggdy, by Sophocles, tells the story of the hero’s
madness and suicide. The action begins after Agaxstaughtered large numbers of cattle and
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sheep, suffering from delusions that he is in kdtihg Odysseus and his soldiers, with whom
he is engaged in a feud. When Ajax comes to hisesehe is overwhelmed by shame and
speaks of his intention to head for the seashalenash in the waters of the ocean, then find
somewhere to bury his sword. The action represantBdodsky’s poem, it seems, takes place
in between the scenes of Sophocles’ play, showijag’# journey from the site of his mass
slaughter of animals towards the shore where hesthls own life.

The story of Ajax, as told by Sophocles, reveale ttero’'s sense of complete
disorientation. He has lived by a code which tielie to harm his enemies and help his friends.
His recent experience has shown that an enemypoHe@n become something closer to a
friend; while some among the Greek forces, inclgdduysseus, can become deadly eneffiies.
In a world where deceit and changeability are i dascendant the code by which Ajax has
lived cannot serve. In legend, Ajax had the repaiedmong the Greeks as being second only
to Achilles in military skill and courage. In Brddss poem he is being drawn towards solitary
death, a dead man walking, stripped of any agendiprall to an inanimate object — the sword
given to him by Hector — that he will shortly useeind his life.

If heroism is in short supply in Brodsky’'s portrayd Ajax, it is completely absent
from the battlefield representedlimes on the Winter Campaign, 19&Mh the Soviet war in
Afghanistan. Like the poem commemorating Zhukois gfoem signals its connection to the
Russian literary tradition. In this case it is fiem’s epigraph which directs readers to Mikhail
Lermontov’'s 1841 poenihe Dream(Con), linking together a nineteenth-century war of
imperial conquest with a military intervention thaas claimed by the Soviet authorities to
have been launched in response to an invitation free Communist regime in Afghanistah.
The epigraph reproduces the first line of Lermorg@oem: ‘In the midday heat in a valley in
Dagestan’, with just one change: the wotdp’ (‘heat’) is replaced by a synonymesoii’. It
is perfectly logical that Brodsky’s evocation oéttvar in Afghanistan is defined by the cold:
the poem’s title refers to a ‘winter campaign’. Taet that the epigraph brings together both
war and heat implies a relationship between thengoehich rests both on similarity and
contrast.

The cold, its manifestations, and its effects, pdes Brodsky’s poem from start to
finish, keeping this point of contrast to the fofae poem begins by describing bullets moving
urgently through the cold air in search of the widwroffered by human muscle and sinew, and
ends with references to a white snowy world fromchtall human existence appears to have
vanished. The cold appears at first to be confioetthe immediate setting of the battlefield:
the second stanza begins by evoking the invadinge$oas a personification of the North,
spreading cold as they go, and describes the stenaapther distorted echo of Lermontov’s
line, as aSlcubiit MOpo3HbIi noneHb B gonuHe Yyumekucrana' (‘A bright, frosty noon in a
Wogistan valley’ — the place-name ‘Chuchmekistavésinot denote a real place but expresses
a dismissive attitude to non-Russiaffsyowards the end of the poem our attention is thibc
much farther afield, into the airless cold of spdhe lifeless stars, and a dog abandoned in its
spacecraft. Finally, the poem returns to earthosecup view of a snowed-in hen coop, and to
the prospect that no other colours now remain ersttowy white surface of the planet.

In the epigraph, the substitution of the wotdoii’, a synonym for the originalkap’,
in Lermontov’s line is more likely to be a deliberamisquotation rather than accidental

26 For a discussion of Ajax’s predicament, see Berdr W. Knox, ‘TheAjax of Sophocles’Harvard Studies
in Classical Philology65 (1961), p. 1-37, and M. Sicherl, ‘The Tragisue in Sophoclesjax, Greek Tragedy
Yale Classical Studies, 25, T. F. Gould and J. &ington, eds, Cambridge University Press, Cambri@§11,
pp. 67-98.

27 Mikhail Lermontov,Son in Stikhotvoreniia. Poemyhudozhestvennaia literatura, Moscow, 1984, f. 13

28 Brodsky, Stikhi o zimnei kampanii 1980-go godaSochineniiap. 524;Lines on the Winter Campaign, 1980
in Collected Poems in English. 254.
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misremembering. This ‘wrong word’ seems to proneiders to go back to Lermontov’s poem
and encounter there something else that pervadedsBy's poem: an unsettling sense of
human existence in which the boundaries betweergladive and being dead are blurred and
inconsistent. The first-person speaker in Lermostgoem, a soldier, speaks of lying in a
valley in Dagestan with a bullet in his chest. lderas to be speaking of his own death, of a
dream experienced post mortem, but is not awanésafeath, saying only that he slept a ‘dead
sleep’ (‘cman s meptBeIM cHOM'). In this ‘dead sleep’ he dreams of a young worbaok in
Russia who is suddenly visited by a dream of lamifiar corpse’ naxomsriii Tpyn’) lying in
Dagestan. The poem’s uncanny evocation of a lineretence between death and life echoed
in several ways by Brodskylsnes on the Winter Campaigiihe combatants as portrayed in
the first and third stanzas are evoked as bodg paetd flesh, barely sentient creatures. They
are described first in terms of muscle and sinewhich the bullets seek warmth, and through
reference to blood spurting after an explosion, d@hen as the mepsuymas, ceipas
yenoBeueckas ceunuHa’ (‘freezing / sprawling piles of human pig meathich lies on the
ground?® Those who remain physically undamaged, for novistér a squalid limbo, their
bodies evoked sketchily by reference to the effetthe cold and dirt in which they live. The
soldiers’ external appearance as uniform as thekrilives, their memories outnumbered by
the shells that are the tools of their trade:

Trneer KU3SK, HOT'H OKOYCHEIH,

MaxHET TPSMbEM, T03a0BITON OaHEH.

CHBI OIMHAKOBLI, KaK IINHEIIH.

BoJIbIe maTpoHOB, HEXEIH BOCIOMUHAHHIA. . . >0

(‘The fuel dung smolders, legs stiffen in numbnésissmells of old socks, of forgotten
bath days. / The dreams are as identical, as axgréatcoats, / Plenty of cartridges, few
recollections’).

These are human beings stripped of individuality agency, they have no significant
inner life to speak of. Meanwhile, objects that paet of the natural world are granted agency
and manifest emotional responses: the mountairssgratheir immobility to the bodies of the
dead; the moon hides in the clouds from fear. Tha-made objects created for the war, like
the bullets at the start of the poem, are alsoopéied. In the second stanza a tank with a
landmine in its path is described as a ‘mecharetgbhant’ confronted with a mouse. The
machine’s metal form is described as an animaluandn body: its gun is an elephant’s trunk,
the process of firing the gun disgorges the lumjtanthroat caused by the horror of this
confrontation. As it carries out this act of destion, this now seemingly animate machine is
possessed by the thought that it might, like Moh&ehmove mountains:

MexaHW4ecKuil CIIOH, 3aaupasi X000T

B y’Kace nepe Y4epHOH MBIIIBIO

MUHBI B CHETY, U3PBITAET K TOPILY
MOJCTYNUBIINN KOMOK, OJIEPKUMbBIA MBICIIBIO,
Kak Maromer, CIBUHYTb C MECTa TOpPY.

2 Brodsky,Sochineniiap. 524;Collected Poems in English. 254.
30 Brodsky,Sochineniiap. 525;Collected Poems in English. 255.
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(‘A mechanical elephant, trunk wildly waving / &tethorrid sight of the small black
rodent / of a snow-covered mine, spews out thrtmagging / lumps, possessed of that
old desire / of Mohamet's, to move a mountaiy’.)

While objects take on a life of their own, the poportrays human beings whose
existence is diminished and deprived of meaning pénultimate stanza, addressed by the
speaker to unspecified listeners, or maybe jubtrtself, issues instructions in anticipation of
a new ice age of slavery that is approaching:atsgrategy of immobility and muteness, hiding
from the cold and passively awaiting the prospétiuonan evolution going into reverse:

Bopmoua, BeIkaThIBast OpOUTHI,
MBI TIpEBpaIaeMcsi B Oyayniue MOJUTIOCKH,
100 HUKTO HAC HE CIBIIINAT, TOYHO MBI TPUIIOOUTHI.

(‘Muttering, rolling our eyeballs upward, / we asecoming a new kind of bivalve, /
our voice goes unheard, as though we were trilshjté

Yet, although the speaker appears to count hinaseting those who must face this
journey down the evolutionary ladder, he, like Lentov’'s mortally wounded soldier,
continues to communicate from a liminal space, teagssimultaneously as a ‘new kind of
bivalve’ and a speaking human subject. Unlike grecIsubject in Lermontov’s poem, the
speaker in Brodsky’s poem is not involved in the, & merely observes and comments.

Brodsky’s poem does not state exactly what hasptated humanity’s degradation;
the war seems to have accelerated the process Bheothing in the way war is represented
here to suggest any kind of heroism or glory. Bkgdslentifies the callow soldiers’ acts of
killing as murder. Yet he bestows glory on the $bwomen who, in the 1960s, took the
decision to kill their unborn children, declaring:

CnaBa TeM, KTO, HE MOJJHUMAs B30pa,
[IUTA B a0OpTapuil B MIECTUACCSITHIX,
cracast 0TeuecTBO OT mo3opal

(Glory to those who, their glances lowered, / matthn the sixties to abortion tables,
/ saving the homeland its present stignid’.)

In this poem, as in his poem commemorating ZhuBredsky speaks of saviours of
the nation in connection with wars. Zhukov savesnhtion from its enemies in a war seen as
brutal but justified, while the women here are s@ichave saved it from disgrace by their
refusal to give birth to those who would have fauigha needless, dehumanizing waihe
final stanza returns to this theme in its mentibslmme, as the speaker describes the almost
entirely white surface of the planet, seen asoiffispace, and comments that the red blush of
shame has been used up for flags:

CkJ10HBI, TIOJIS1, OBparu
MTOBTOPSIIOT CBOEH OCIIM3HOIO CKYJIBI.

31 Brodsky,Sochineniiap. 525;Collected Poems in English. 254.

32 Brodsky,Sochineniiapp. 526-7Collected Poems in English. 256.

33 Brodsky,Sochineniiap. 525;Collected Poems in English. 255.

34 The importance of shame and disgrace in the psdnighlighted by A.V. Korchinskii in his article Novoe
oledenen’e”: losif Brodskii i global'nye ugrozyNovyi filologicheskii vestnjk3: 54, 2020, pp. 213-24 (219-20).
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Kpacka cTpina Bes yuuia Ha ¢oary.

(‘Slopes, fields, and gullies / repeat in their tghiess cheekbones / (the colour of shame
has all gone to the banners¥.)

This metaphor recalls the earlier instances in gbhem of human emotional responses
transferred to inanimate objects. Humanity’s faltw make appropriate use of shame seems
to have led it into reverse evolution, emptinessdiess silence.

The concluding stanza evokes a white planet griffgyecobld, above which a dog in a
spacecraft makes a desperate call for a radio mssgdoom ‘Sharik’, which is both a commonly
used name for a pet dog and a diminutive formwbed ‘miap’, meaning ‘globe’. ‘Sharik’ is
repeated three times in just two lines of versangiits sound a particular prominence, as if to
highlight its similarity to the wordsxap’ (heat) that Brodsky has substituted in the poem’s
epigraph. The earth’s globe has been transforntechistate where heat is present only in the
similarity of the sounds of the words.

The only living creatures named in the final staamaanimals — not the ‘mechanical
elephant’, but the hens in their coop that lay iroulately white eggs. In the final image of the
poem, the human and the animal worlds meet. Ifetheranything black in the near-total
whiteness, we are told, it is black letters, likethe the tracks of a hare that has, miraculously,
survived. If Brodsky is following Lermontov’s ledy presenting us with a speaker who is able
to communicate from an ambiguous state of being dead (for the woman he dreams of) and
not yet dead, still capable of speaking and dregntirese black letters are implicitly a message
from a survivor, which might yet offer readers ahpback from the shameful degradation of
humanity. Crucially, the speaker in Brodsky’s posnmot a participant in the war itself. By
contrast, in the poem by Lermontov which providesd8ky with his epigraph it is a combatant
who speaks. By placing his speaker as an obseamttegrrthan as a participant, Brodsky lays
claim to a certain amount of detachment and mardaity as he takes a specific conflict as
a point of departure for a broader explorationwwhln existence under threat from humanity’s
own ethical shortcomings.

Conclusion

This chapter has considered just some of Brodgkyésns that are connected with war. It was
a subject that he wrote about in the Soviet Un&ng in the United States, in work written
across his entire poetic career, from the early0$9@to the 1990s. While it would be
inappropriate to claim Brodsky as a ‘war poet’, repeated attention to this subject-matter
seems to invite further exploration of the placeodétupied in his reflections on human
existence. The poems discussed here bring togatiigrs of the ancient world, historical
events from Brodsky’s own lifetime, and literatdmem the classical and the Russian tradition,
and infuses them with his own distinctive voice aisd of language.
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