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Introduction
A saying has it that Russia produces more than it can consume lo-
cally. Should this refer to Russian poetry? Western readers are well 
acquainted with poetry written in that country over the last three 
centuries, from Alexander Pushkin to Anna Akhmatova, mostly 
through translations. Some other Russian poets, including Vladimir 
Nabokov and Joseph Brodsky, felt at home at writing in English. This 
book offers an opportunity to hear a few newer voices.

As Vladimir Nabokov once put it, “Literature belongs to the de-
partment of specific words and images rather than to the department 
of general ideas.” Unfortunately, the general idea in Communist 
Russia was to encourage and publish only those writers who sup-
ported and even glorified the regime. It was Government policy, 
especially strict after the last world war. It is inconceivable now 
that any European poet could write a paean for the President of the 
European Council, but we have to bear in mind that in Communist 
Russia, even in the 1980s, this sort of poetry was a commonplace. 
Other poets ran the risk of being treated with suspicion by each 
and every literary vigilante. Should we be surprised by Marina 
Tsvetayeva’s line: “All the poets are Jews”?

“After Pasternak, Russian poetry sustained a pause,” the late 
Genrikh Sapgir used to say. It was destined to be a long pause. In 
fact, the generation of Russian writers that emerged in the early 60s 
grew up reading and studying in college Russian poetry from the 
1920s. Some of them were particularly inspired by Boris Pasternak 
and Osip Mandelstam, others by Velimir Khlebnikov and other 
Russian Futurist poets. What appeared in Soviet “fat magazines” in 
those times were, to quote Anna Akhmatova, “rhymed editorials”, 
or otherwise third-rate imitations of Symbolist poetry from the late 
nineteenth century. 

In these circumstances some Russian poets chose to refrain 
from publishing anything openly, while others were banned from 
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publishing. Writing “into the table” became customary for them. 
Many of them explored the possibilities of so-called “open poetry”. 
By stripping their pieces down to a most basic expression, and out-
lawing most literary devices or even emotional colouring, they fo-
cused their attention on individual words, or even on fragments of 
those words and sound units from them. This style was later defined 
as minimalism. One can trace the sources of modern-day minimal-
ist texts to Dadaist, Surrealist, Concrete and even Zen poetry, and 
it definitely displays parallels to the visual arts. Minimalist poets 
focused on bare words or phrases, sometimes rearranging them on 
the page so that their most basic and individual properties disclosed 
something unexpected about themselves. 

The work of these poets wasn’t minimalist in the sense that 
they had little to say; quite the contrary, it captured the frustration, 
suppressed ambitions and hidden energy of several generations of 
Russian people. As Vassily Kandinsky once put it, “Even absolute 
silence is a loud speech.” Joseph Brodsky in one of his lectures com-
pared Mark Strand and Charles Simic, well-established American 
“poets of silence”, as he called them, to “unofficial” Russian poets 
who had to dwell in silence, due to having no other literary space. 
Rea Nikonova, a poet from the South of Russia, even produced a 
catalogue of different kinds of silence. She knew very well what she 
was talking about as she first lived in Yeysk, a small Russian town 
on coast of the Azov Sea – and then on the other shores of exile, in 
Germany, until her untimely death.

In the 1960s and 1970s, Genrikh Sapgir, Vsevolod Nekrasov and 
Igor Kholin were the most prominent among the Moscow writers that 
came to be associated with the now well-known Lianozovo group. 
These poets sought out new models and positions, and exploited the 
possibilities of inserting common speech directly into their texts. 
Each of them had a Dostoyevskian eye for everyday Russian life, 
which made their work immediately accessible. No wonder that 
they at once found themselves uncomfortable with authority and 
orthodoxy, and also with the authorities and the Orthodox Church, 
suppressed under the Communists but still powerful, as far as the 
minds of the Russians were concerned. These were real rebels, un-
like a few other Russian poets who enjoyed virtual pop-star status, 
unthinkable if transposed to other parts of Europe. In reality, the 
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latter were far from any sort of protest against Soviet totalitarianism 
and therefore could not be regarded as anything else but naughty 
children of the regime.

The idea of a cultural centre was particularly dispiriting for those 
who were geographically based far from Moscow and therefore felt 
marginalised. Gennady Aigi and Arvo Mets are typical of the rise 
of poets who settled down in the Russian capital and preferred to 
write in Russian rather than in their mother tongues, in this case 
respectively Chuvash and Estonian. The sources of their poetry were 
different; no wonder that their verse sounded so fresh and enriched 
the Russian language to such a great extent. Poems by Gennady Aigi 
are derived entirely from individual words and sometimes from sin-
gle syllables and sounds. He created his own language, an indepen-
dent and unique speech or, if you prefer, chant. Interestingly, both 
Gennady Aigi and Arvo Mets made a great deal of translations and 
so participated in an exchange of “poetic air” with other cultures. 

Those who followed were quick to learn from the emotion of 
poems by Sapgir and other poets of Lianozovo and the variety of 
poetic forms elaborated by Aigi and Vsevolod Nekrasov. Sergey 
Biryukov born in the South of Russia inhabits approximately the 
same territory as Aigi, as does the younger-generation Moscow poet 
Tatyana Grauz, but they are both prone to experiment with syntax 
and language rather than with the available voices. Behind Biryukov 
stand the famous Russian Futurist poets, Mayakovsky, Khlebnikov 
and Kruchenykh. 

In Moscow in the 1970s, there was also a “verlibrist” movement 
(from vers libre, i.e. free verse), a group of poets that included, among 
others, Vladimir Burich, Arkady Tyurin  and the Tatar poet Ruslan 
Galimov. They experimented with shorter poetic forms; as short as 
those used by Arvo Mets, and occasionally managed to get some of 
their poems published, although the literary powers that be were 
not particularly keen on this kind of poetry preferring “ideologi-
cally safe” rhymed quatrains, which some Russians call “traditional”, 
even though they were imported from French poetry about three 
centuries ago. In the 1990s, the “verlibrists” published a few warmly 
received anthologies of Russian free verse. 

There were also predominantly minimalist Moscow poets, e.g. 
Mikhail Finerman and Ian Satunovsky; the former developing 
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short-form sophisticated poetry in the traditions of Zen, and the lat-
ter keen on exploring the possibilities of incorporating direct speech 
in his texts. They often wrote even shorter pieces than those by “ver-
librists”, and their followers, Alexander Makarov-Krotkov and Ivan 
Akhmetiev, appreciated sparringness, too. Similarly to Vsevolod 
Nekrasov, they succeeded in dismantling traditional forms of irony 
and understatement. Finerman, Satunovsky and another Moscow 
poet of the 1970’s, Mikhail Sokovnin, who wrote lyrical miniatures, 
as well as predmetniki, i.e. object-based poems, saw their work pub-
lished only after Soviet imperial ambitions in ideology died a hard 
death, only to be revived far too soon amid the expanses of what 
at least some of them would inevitably see as an eager-to-expand 
Wasteland. 

Of course, it was no surprise that magic realism became one of 
the main trends in Russian poetry. The great figures of Nikolai Gogol 
and Mikhail Bulgakov cast long shadows over Russian writing. In 
his essay, Catastrophes in the Air, Joseph Brodsky defined the way in 
which writers of that strain worked. He described the metamorpho-
sis of Andrei Platonov, the prominent Russian magic realist of the 
early twentieth century, novelist and short story writer, in the follow-
ing terms: “He tells the story about his own language, which turns 
out to be capable of generating a fictitious world, and then falls into 
dependence on it.” The language used by most of the Russian magic 
realists has always been saturated with metaphors. Mandelstam was 
as much of a revolutionary as any Bolshevik, and Russian poetry 
could never be the same after his verse was published. 

Poets of the Moscow-based Poetry Club mostly followed the 
customary metaphorical trend. One of them, Vladimir Aristov, was 
trying, quite successfully, to escape the negative inheritance of newer 
Russian poetry: its ironies and superficiality. Different realities and 
different times coincide in Aristov’s verse, unmistakably “within a 
culture” – but also multicultural. It seems that one can occasionally 
trace foreign presences in work by some Russian poets: e.g. William 
Blake and Saint-John Perse in Genrikh Sapgir and T. S. Eliot in 
Vladimir Aristov. The author of these lines, one of the poets associ-
ated with the so-called DOOS group, must confess that in his green 
years he was much inspired by the work of such different poets as 
William Carlos Williams and Zbigniew Herbert.
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The poets of the DOOS group founded by Konstantin Kedrov 
and Elena Katsuba in the early 1980s claimed that they invented 
meta-metaphors. True or not, their work is not merely aestheticism 
but also offers a critique of the bankrupt vocabularies of “official” 
Russian poetry – simply by suggesting newer and more interesting 
options for using the language. DOOS made experimental poetry 
attractive to the younger generations of poets who later joined the 
group, like Margarita Al.

The writing of Alina Vitukhnovskaya, who emerged in the 1990s, 
is energised by a tension between ironic social naturalism and ideo-
logical aspirations. She violently denounces any kind of violence, 
and ridicules complacency of the Establishment. Her poems, radi-
cally anarchic in their conception, are fairly sound and “well-built”. 
Another protest voice in this book, the young Moscow poet and 
human rights activist Maria Alekhina of Pussy Riot fame, often de-
scribes reality’s unusual features and sometimes gives it a surreal 
aura, as does the Russian-language Georgian poet Yuri Milorava, 
who lived in Moscow in the 1990s and is now based in Chicago. 
They both write poetry seeking to recreate the world of their visions.

Russia has always been a huge and bipolar country. The differ-
ence between Moscow and St. Petersburg poetry can make one feel 
that these two cities are located in different countries. The so-called 
New Leningrad School of Poetry that emerged in St. Petersburg at 
the beginning of the 1970s was extremely influential in the then 
seemingly invisible culture of the Russian literary underground. The 
group included the Nobel Prize winner Joseph Brodsky, as well as 
Sergey Stratanovsky and the late Viktor Krivulin and Elena Shvarts. 
Viktor Krivulin’s obsession with Dante set him on a mental journey 
through the circles of some sort of hell, or “counterfeit Eden”, which 
he found in his urban habitation, but also inside the minds of many 
of his countrymen. Sergey Stratanovsky is now perceived by many as 
the leading living St. Petersburg poet; he displays determination to 
remind us of the great cultural traditions of St. Petersburg, the former 
capital of Russia, and their deterioration under the Communists. 

Incidentally, many St. Petersburg poets of the 1990s seemed 
to take after Brodsky who had been exiled in 1972; others devel-
oped pretty sophisticated poetry according to the good old canons. 
Gennady Alexeev was the first St. Petersburg poet ever to choose 
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vers libre as his poetic device. His texts are quite recognisable as 
having their roots in his own emotional expressionism. He pre-
served a relatively unadulterated singleness in the first person, as did 
Vladimir Earle in his rather unusual melodious poems written in 
the 1970s. Younger St. Petersburg poets – notably Dmitri Grigoriev 
and Asya Shneiderman – rarely find it possible to locate a single 
self in their work. Dmitri Grigoriev often portrays urban blight and 
paranoia, while Asya Shneiderman derives inspiration from shades 
of the Cimmerian or even biblical past, seemingly quite distinct and 
pictorial in her inner sight. 

The work collected here documents poetry in Russia responding 
to the challenges of the time by forging a radical new poetic, recon-
sidering writing techniques and language itself. Some of the poets 
represented in this book are long gone but some others have only 
just begun. Alongside the fellow poets of their generation, they are 
destined to shape the Russian poetry of the future. What they have 
achieved is considerable but they all have a great leap forward in 
them. In his essay The Keening Muse, Brodsky asserted: “Language 
is older than state, and prosody always survives history. In fact, it 
hardly needs history, all it needs is a poet.” In Russia, we have always 
had a few!

Anatoly Kudryavitsky
Dublin, Ireland
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Геннадий Айги  
Gennady Aigi 

Gennady Aigi (1934–2006) was born in the Chuvash Republic, and 
lived in Moscow. His translations of French poetry into the Chuvash 
language brought him recognition at the beginning of his career as 
a writer. However his unusual work was not welcomed in Russian 
periodicals and publishing houses. After perestroika, he published 
many critically acclaimed books of his poetry in Russian and 
Chuvash, as well as numerous essays and translations. His poems 
were translated into many languages. Without exaggeration, he was 
the most celebrated Russian poet of the time. A book of his poems 
in French translation entitled Veronica’s Notebook was published 
in Paris in 1984. Peter France of Edinburgh published two books 
of his translations from Aigi into English, much appreciated. Aigi 
was awarded the Golden Wreath of Struga (Macedonia), the French 
Academy Translators’ Award and the Andrey Belyi Prize for Poetry 
(1987). In 2000, he was awarded the first ever Boris Pasternak Prize 
for Poetry.
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Тишина снега
без начала
как времени
ниоткуда они пребывают
без происхождения мирные
вольные не иметь и отдельное что-то и общее
не проявляя места и подобия
быть знаемыми иль возможными
о просто они и они пребывая
миром одним
тишиною
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The Silence of Snow
without a beginning
as is in time
they arrive from nowhere
they have no background peaceful
free not to have something separate 
or something in common
not revealing a place or a similarity
to be known, to be a possibility
oh they—and the other “they” too—are simply 
dwelling in the same world 
amid the silence
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Из цикла «Тишина»
а те с того самого времени как начали
видеть свет божий
стали впервые теперь различать
черное от белого
и пришли в восторг и торопятся уже сообщить
вот это – белое
а это черное
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Hush
…and some people have been trying 
to tell the black from the white 
since the very first moment
they saw the daylight…
they succeed at long last
and go into raptures and hasten
to bring to our notice: this is white
and that is black



24 MIRROR SAND

Дождь
и моросит и утихает
как будто возится сама с собой “случайность”

(как “одаренность” годная
лишь для набросков жалких)

как будто “есть” “живет”

(в кругу – как я – ненужности)
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The Rain
drizzles and subsides
as if “fortuity” is romping with itself

(just as a “talent”
capable only of middling sketches)

as if “it exists” really exists

(in the circle of uselessness –
exactly where I find myself)
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Метель в окне
В.Я.

Метель в окне и стены комнаты
и затеряв меня давно во вьюге дом
рисунков на стенах собрание как в прятках
как в юности – в ее далекой свежести
когда (метель) окно: как тайну: ладила
свое: то там то здесь:
немного поправляя
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Snowstorm in My Window
(For V.Y.)

a snowstorm in my window – and these walls 
of my room – my house has long lost sight of me in a blizzard
the collection of drawings on the walls 
playing hide-and-seek with me – 
			   reminds me of how it used to be 
in my youth in those days of freshness when it 
			   (the snowstorm) 
decorated my window building a mystery 
			   and going into details
adjusting every little thing:
now here, now there
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Путь
Когда нас никто не любит
начинаем
любить матерей

Когда нам никто не пишет
вспоминаем
старых друзей

И слова произносим уже лишь потому
что молчанье нам страшно
а движенья опасны

В конце же – в случайных запущенных парках
плачем от жалких труб
жалких оркестров
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Our Way 
When nobody likes us
we learn
how to love our mothers 

When nobody writes to us
we call to mind 
old friends 

And we utter a few words – simply because 
we’re scared of silence
and deem any movement dangerous 

And in the end we sob in a park overgrown 
with shrubs as we hear the pitiable trumpets 
of a pitiable brass band
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Иван Ахметьев 
Ivan Akhmetiev

Ivan Akhmetiev was born in Moscow in 1950. Educated at Moscow 
State University, where he studied physics, he began to write at the 
end of 1960s. Until 1989 only one of his poems was published in 
Russia. Since then many of his poems have appeared in literary 
magazines in Russia and abroad. Critics defined him as a minimalist 
and miniaturist. He has published four poetry collections entitled 
Poems, only Poems (1993), Nine Years (2001), Amores: Poems  
1966-2002 (2002) and Never Mind It Will Turn Out All Right (2011). 
Some of his miniatures have been translated into German and 
English.
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* * *
радость
приходит нечаянно
наше дело –

найти для печали
предлог
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The Challenge
joy
comes unexpectedly

the challenge is
to find an excuse
for sadness
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* * *
пауза
которую я сделаю
прежде чем ответить
скажет вам больше
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A Pause
if I make a pause
before I reply to the words of yours
the moment of silence 
will be quite eloquent
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* * *
люди писали
и в лагере
и в тюрьме
и в психушке
и где только не писали

главное
делать это незаметно
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Writing
some people
would write in jail
in a labour camp
in an asylum

where have they not written!

the main thing is
to go unnoticed
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