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BAL'MONT-~POET OF THE EXISTENTIAL VOID

The literary reputation of Konstantin Bal'mont rests on his
ability to play with sound, his experimentation with poetic form,
his adaptation of certain French Symbolist techniques to Russian
poetry, his consciousness of alliteration and assonance. 1In
Short he is known pr1mar1]y for his stylistic concerns and for
his 1ighthearted tone. It is that much more surprising, there-
fore, to read Bal'mont works that contradict the image of the
singer of mel1ifluous melodies. In verse after verse, the poet
attempted to resolve the fundamental questions posed by the mys-
teries of l1ife. And in verse after verse, the answers thrown
pack at him were filled with hopelessness: forget about your
dreams--there is no hope--you will never find the Promised Land: '
there is one b]essing--the quiet of death ("V dtoj Zizni, "Stixz.,
100). One of Bal'mont's poems is a sonnet about a scorpion
for whom there is no out but death ("Skorpion," Stic.., pp. 153-
154). In "Po®zija uZasa," an essay about Goya, the poet expressed
his admiration for artists with the ability to concentrate on
the "...BOmJKM OTUYASAHLA [KOTOpHe] BHIPHBAKNTCA H3 OYyIH.
BMeCTO HexXHedmen ciazoctu 'Gloria in excelsis' cnemaTrcsa
cronn llymauckoro 'Manfreda' u, nosHas XpUKOB, My3HKa
paruepa.'? An autobiographical sketch contains the informa-
tion that Bal'mgnt valued Brat'ja Karamazovy more highly than
any other book.” One night, after reading Tolstoj's Krejcerova
sonata, Bal'mont attempted to commit suicide by throwing himself
out of a third story window (S#iz., p. 19).

Does this description bear any resemblance to Bal'mont,
pard of the delicate butterfly and of pastel sunsets? How, in
fact, are we to reconcile the Bal'mont I have described here
with the Bal'mont set forth in standard handbooks of Russian
literature? My task here will be to rescue Bal'mont's image from
cliche~ridden labels which have passed from generation to genera-
tion--by word of mouth in survey of 1iterature courses and by
the printed word in standard handbooks. Let me say at the out-
set that my analysis will not be chronological. Although I dis-
cuss separate phases of the poet's ideas, these are stages in
thought and not in time. A pattern emerges after a considera-
tion of his Mupososzspenune throughout his career. However,
he seemed to be recycling the same thematic ingredients all
through his Tife.

*ET11en Chances is an Assistant Professor of Russian Litera-
ture and Language, Department of Slavic Languages and Literatures,
Princeton University, Princeton, New Jersey.
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Criticism has dealt unfairly with Bal'mont. Literary
scholars have acknowledged important stylistic characteristics
of Blok's poetry,
whether or not they agreed, to the content of his ideas. What
student of Russian literature has not read about Blok's transi-
tion from the Divine Sophia of the "Prekrasnaja dama" period to
that of the Carmen prostitutes in city taverns? By the same
token, we should welcome insights into Bal'mont's technique as
poetic craftsman, but we should not, in turning to the "how"
of his poetry, blind ourselves to the equally illuminating
"what."

Vladimir Markov has already challenged the opinions of
critics who quickly dismiss aﬂything Bal'mont wrote after 1905
as poems of inferior quality. Markov has done an admirable Job
in advancing the cause of the post-1905 works and in so doing,
has taken an important first step in dispelling the Bal'mont
myth. However, even Markov, by concentrating to a large extent
on the poet's style, has failed to enlarge upon areas of Bal'mont-
iana which must not under any circumstance be ignored.

Markov does not stand alone in the oversight. One has
merely to thumb through Mirsky's 4 History of Russian Literature,
Poggioli's 7The Poets of Russia 7890-7930, or Orlov's introduc-
tory essay to the Bibliotekq poeta edition of Bal'mont's works
to ascertain the degree to which Bal'mont has been shoved into
the pigeonhole of "musicalness."d A Paragraph here and there
seems to them sufficient to dea] with other approaches to the
poet; their main thrust remains on his "music," though.

This view fits in neatly with the commonly held but equal-
1y fallacious division of the Russian Symbolists into the art-
for-art's-sake aesthetes (Bal'mont, Brjusov) and the metaphysi-
cally oriented theurgists (Blok, Ivanov, Belyj). We read, for
example, that as distinct from the aesthetes, the theurgists"...
wanted to make sybmolism, above all, a metaphysical and mystical
philosophy, and poetry subservient to the higher ends of
"theurgy.'"6 In actual fact, it makes much more sense to think
of all the Symbolists as members of the latter category.
were all searching desperately for some haven of permanence in
the unstable world of the turn of the century. For Bal'mont and
Brjusov, art was the God who filled the void. Brjusov's "Pompe-
Janka," to cite one instance, describes two Pompeian lavers who

were buried by the Vesuvian lava as they clasped each other.

A moment of 1ife is forever frozen into the permanent form of a
sculpture because of the creative act (here, lava). Thus, for
Brjusov (and for Bal'mont, as we shall see later) art is the
religion that rescues the rapidly passing moment from instant
Such an attitude is hardly 2'art pour 1'art. Unfortunate-
1y, the false aesthetics/theurgy distinction has certainly not
contributed to a many-faceted approach to Bal'mont; to the con-
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but they have at the same time paid due respect,
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it, too, has served to keep literary cr1t1c1sm of the _
tgggy&ilﬁintthe narrow confines of fgrma] analysis. ng ??eogL]l
Eeny that sound play and melody are integral parts of Ba tmis S
contribution to Russian poetry. But to stop at this poin
feave ?giheggig}g; what we are often confronped with 1in Ba]'moEt
is a poetic statement of the p]1ghﬁ‘%ze$¥ent}ﬁéh;gg?$ﬁgy82??mgni:S
i d, was thrown in upon hi e1f. :
g;:zgytcgpgﬁres is that whateverfman h1mie1gu$1gngtbgna2&2 xﬁo]e
create would perhaps serve as a firm rock, U ) o s
i and after all, only a transitory phenomenon.
$ﬁnswaih;sgég§23 of Bal'mont's poetry can settle down a?d ¥atch
the ﬁaestro magician set ‘up one scene afper anotheﬁﬁ iﬂiﬁ ?s
make them vanish with a flick of the mag1c‘wand. fg " gem
permanent" is the hidden Eessag$ emb??iidbézhpgimdiea;s gnd %mages
Bal'mont speaks of the ephemeral qua f . d Ina
h his mind and of the transitoriness of h
asm§C§y0£1iﬁ2 ?22322. His use of the image of summer 11ghtn1ng
@g describe this phenomenon is indeed appropriate ("Zarnica,
Stﬁx.,Bgi';ggi is a master at capturing the evanescent instant
while simultaneousiy denying it a permanent p]ac$ in eﬁgzgence.
The fact that he chooses Augus? as the subject of a S?th Sying
("Avgust") implies a concern with change as we]] ag]w ha it.
After all, August hints at an e?d EE tg?r:%mﬁsg ?1negssBa17mont
h of Teaves. n the » Ba
Ezgziggzrzzetﬂgaiemporary as he describe§ August's consc1ouiﬂ?zs
of the "...MuMoONieTHOCTD Kpa?OTH" (Stax:,p: 86)a Every g
is changing; nothing stands §t11]; everything is mo§1ng.%a
Leaves have turned yellow, ripening stalks are stan }n%he cickle. .
splendor for the last time before meeting the fate o ¢ .o
Flowers have given way to fruits, anq a flock of cranes
flight overhead bids farewell to native places. Cceenit
Over and over again Bal'mont plays h1s now-you sgg
now-you-don't trick. He writes about a“dy1nglswan §ob ing -
because it cannot bring back the past ( Lebgd . Stai.,aiﬁ.on]y
99); about raindrops that w1]1 90 a]gng Fhe1r pre;gg. gbout
once, never to return (”5et i neCet," Stiz., p. 1 ,tar
flowers, dances, and people whos§8é;ves are but momentary
" i j bal," Stiz., p. . ) .
( MaSkéi?gsnggﬁes a cogent case for referr;gg(;ziza1'gonz4§
. YeckKast MaHepa"asimpN5510n1 .s P. .
Hé.aiszEZes the common bond of.thg philosophy of Ehe momengeio
important to the French Impress1on1sts.and‘to thg uss;antﬁe .
ATthough Orlov makes it clear that hg is d1scuss1n?|onn{ e o
stylistic features which the Impress1on1sts and Bg_f?o tsh
(Stixz., p. 45), he does not mention an important di er']in
which must be examined. One has only to look at the smi g
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faces of Renoir jeunes filles or at the sparkling green grass
of a Monet garden to conclude that the French_Impressionists
were conveying a joie de vivre in the moment.’ The world aroung
them was changing with ever increasing rapidity, and the Impres-
sionists were responding in a positive way to the changes.
Bal'mont also focused on the evanescence of the moment, but with
an undercurrent of the negative connotations that rapid change
entailed. Once a moment is gone he says, it has vanished
forever and ever, and nothing anyone can do will bring it back,
Man cannot count on comfort from anyone in his distres-
sing situation. Lost and alone, Bal'mont cries out in heart-
rending tones, "Uero xouy s?" to which he offers the bleak
response, "CMepTu oxHON/S nyX 6ecCTPacTHHE, OVX Becnpu-
OTHH, " The word for "homeless, shelterless" ("6ecanmTHuﬁﬂ
will not be unfamiliar to the avid reader of Bal'mont's verses,
The fact of its frequent occurrence--one of his sonnets is even
called "Besprijutnost'" (Stix., p. 99)--serves as a convenient
beacon 1ighting up the way toward an important concern in his
poetic world, for he frequently focuses on his isolation from
other human beings. Assuming the role of "epomara," he
writes, "EcTws moOn, NpUCYXICHHHE K CKHTAHBAM, /Toe 6
HH OwUT 51, - SI BceM uyxo#, Bcerma" ("Razluka," Stiz.,
p. 180). If not mourning directly about his woeful condition,
Bal'mont drives home the same point in an oblique manner--
by reference to other people, animals, or even inanimate objects.
In the first stanza of the 1916 cycle of poems entitled "Ler-
montov," he paints a vivid portrait of Lermontov as an angel
banished from heaven, as a demon who has stopped loving hell,
as a brother of homeless { "6esmomunx") winds and storms
(Stix., p. 422). The wind itself tells its own grim story in
the poem "Veter" (Stix., p. 101). Dissatisfied with 1ife in the
present, it Tives "B 6GercTBe HeycTanHoMm" as it attempts
to chase the elusive shadows of nature's movements. Bal'mont's
vision of a seagull is that of "GecmpuwThas uaiika us
DanbHe# ctpanw," who flies over the cold depths of the sea
with wistful cries. "Yaitka, cepas uaiika c TIevanbHENA
Kpukamu HocuTcsa/Hapm xonomuoy nyumuon mopckon" ("Cajka,"
Stiz., p. 443). The image itself of the lone bird, hovering
as it does between earth and sky, emphasizes still more poig-
nantly a state of isolation. An unattached spark becomes
the center of interest of another lyric devoted to the same
topic. The epigraph to the poem characterizes sparks as hav-
ing fallen away from the Great Source and while falling, as
having Tighted up with a false 1ight. Bal'mont skillfully
sets his words to a playful, if not singsong iambic trimeter,
generously sprinkled with pyrrhics. In the course of the swaying
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motion, the reader learns that the narrator is eager for estrange-
ment from his sacred native Tand and that he is a spark who, for
no reason he can fathom, has recoiled from his sun and has for-
gotten God ("Iskry," stix., pp. 117-119).

Bal'mont's imaginative world is not lTimited to homeless
wanderers; it is also filled with objects which are in places
where they do not ordinarily belong. Underwater plants grow and
nultiply, yet they are far from the sun's lifegiving rays (Stizx.,
p. 96). Most animals flourish above the earth's surface. The
mole, a creature that Bal'mont describes, feels comfortable only
in the underground labyrinths of night and darkness.9 Amidst the
rot and mold a silvery stream glows at the bottom of a well ("Ko-
lodec,” ["Ja pripomnil slova, &to prisnilis' me&te"], Polnoe,

v, 119-120).

The human being does not fare well when he is separated
from his natural surroundings. Bal'mont feels a strong sense of
isolation in his role as émigré in Paris. His poem "Ona" is a
song of praise to Russia. The last stanza 1is especially note-
worthy in this respect: "¥ Bce nmponma nyTu MopckKue, /U Bce
3eMHHe llapcTBa mnHed,/d ClIoBO He HauOy HexHe#,/ UYeM uMa
spyunoe: Poccua" (Stixz., p. 443). He ends one poem with the
words, "OmHO suMmb CJOBO HyxHO MHe: Mocxea" ("Tol'ko,"
Stix., pp. 441-442). Incidentally, this poem serves as the epi-
graph to Gde moj dom, a 1924 collection of essays. Even the
title of the collection attests to the physical isolation which
penetrates his entire being as he must resign himself to his lot
as a stranger in a foreign land. What a pathetic voice is heard
in the three Gde moj dom sketches devoted to the poet's separa-
tion from Russia: "Zavtra,"10 where_he notes the first anniver-
sary of his emigration; "Bez rusla,"1! where he describes the
torment of being an outsider to the throbbings of Parisian 1ife;
the essay "Gde moj dom,"12 a nostalgic vignette where he implies
that despite people's sufferings during the Moscow famine, real
human warmth and contact were possible.

One could, of course, contend that Bal'mont's physical
separation from his homeland precipitated his preoccupation with
the homeless and unattached. I would maintain that this inter-
pretation would not be correct. It is rather a case of the re-
verse. The emigration theme fits very neatly into the pattern
of thought which Bal'mont had been weaving all along. The un-
attached, the isolated, the homeless, were all themes which came
up ovar and over again throughout Bal'mont's career. He was just
keenly attuned to the philosophical sound waves of his age.

Bal'mont did a magnificent job of recording the agonizing
thoughts of the modern soul as it experienced the hapless con-
sequences of physical and metaphysical isolation. Loneliness
was near the top of the Tist in this respect. And he composed
work after work in which loneliness occupies a key position.

His review of Maeterlinck's oeuvre amounts to a guided tour through
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the nooks and crannies of the contemporary condition )
Like sp1ders, Bal'mont says, we engage inyendless sea?ﬁﬁzzne.
our delicate webs in all directions, up and down, in order’to :
i foothold. But there is no foothold anywhere, he continues sain
Kgcro,uyvnponaCTb, BCIOIIY CPBIB, BCIHY CKOJIb3Kas CTeHa., us
Myigg?ﬁoﬁggl:l:g.X}{%eHHTbCH, nycrora, TeMHad, u:epHaﬂ,
human beings, for in Bal'mont's view, there is no joini
"OnMHOKUM 4eJIOBEKOM POXHAeTCsd, ONHHOKO OH J;I\]ﬂt:;)r;gei?f"sio4ms'
As‘a way out of his miserable solitude, the narrator of “Poéib%""
cries out to nature for help. The moon and stars do not pay at1J
Eentwon and the Wind's only reply is a thrice-repeated message-—

TH OAMH - OOMH — OIHMH" (Polnoe, 1, 121). Bal'mont constr

i $¥u1y tragic scene in his poem "L'diny;" here, the narrator igts
I?I,yzzlggi.on a block of ice. hears no kindred voices (Polnoe,

) Under the circumstances, one might easily feel as

if one were locked up in a prison from which ezcape was ?&gggs?f
b1e.. It is hard1y surprising, then, that Bal'mont makes use of
the image in his poetic explorations. He speaks of a dying per-
son, terrified and alone in the bottomless Universe as a captive
prisoner (Panoe, IV, 103). For a description of life's similar-
ity to a prison, the reader is referred, in particular, to "Iz-
pod severnogo neba" (Stix., pp. 107-108), and to "V tjur'me"
(stiz., p. 171). The latter especially deserves attention. The
poet says that we have been sentenced to an eternal prison. No
one ca$hhe1p.as the prison walls close in on us. '

ere is no way out, Bal'mont keeps on insisting. -

ple haye not caught on, he makes sure tﬁey will by regeaté£1§eo
resorting to the same theme. On one occasion, a cave serves as
a Taunching pad for his ideas. It is dark in the cave, he says
and he can find no way out (Polnoe, I, 64). On other occasions’
hg falls back on animal imagery to convey his message. A par- ’
ticularly beautiful case in point involves the description of a
butperf1y tha? has flown into a room, Its delicate wings beat
against the window glass in an effort to escape, but all to no
avail. Eventual death is the only escape. "4YTO xe HJIeHHHIE
nenaTh eme ocTaerca?/TonbKo BUTBCA U BJIeKHYTH! O, xasn-
Kas, Gemmaml" ("Babolka," Polmoe, 11, 73). An equally moving
scene centers qround a little gray bird with sad black eyes. The
poet entreats it not to try to get out of its cage. Instead of
f1ght1pg with all its might, it should resign itself to its exis-
tence_1n‘the cage; it should learn to live even within those
restrictive bounds {"Seraja pticka," Polmoe, V, 28).

) A comparison of these two poems is a good lesson in Bal'-
montian psychology. A Togical conclusion to Bal'mont's dilemma,
and the one he draws in the butterfly poem, would be that death
is the on1¥ means of escape from the imprisonment of life that
he has depicted. He does not seem to be ready to accept such a
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solution, however. We are trapped, he writes in the second poem,
but why not accept the limitations and go on from there.

It is interesting that the comparison points out, in en-
capsulated form, the steps Bal'mont creates in his dance with life
and death. There is no God; human 1ife can be filled with inex-
p11cab1e terrors. That he has more than adequately ascertained.
since he is not happy with a final step that contains a dead end,
he keeps searching for an alternative. Any reader who accompanies
pim in his travels becomes aware of the unsatisfactory shape which
the search at times assumed. For what seems to happen is that
gal'mont, while unsuccessfully attempting to 1ift himself from a
pog of filth and slime, continues to twirl in the very same vor-
tex. He makes statements or, more often, asks questions that
deny the terrible conclusions he had foreseen. VYet the same con-
clusions float to the surface again. The result is a repetition,
a reinforcement of his uncertainties. "3auem 'ocnozp B GOpPbB-
ge HaM He IOMOXeT, ..?" he asks. "33uem OH CO3JaJl CMEpPTh,
gonesHb, crpamanbe...?" ("Tri soneta"; 1. "Vopros," Polnoe,
I, 121-122). "49TOo *e MHl MmEM B BesmuHax HeBEpPHHX, « « 2"

("K vetru," Polnoe, 111, 37). "EcTh sm Bor, u kakx ETO Hai-
ru?...Kak ysunats! Kak 3HAThb, xaxom om - Bor!" ("Kak
mat'," Polnoe, ¥, 53-54), "T'me me a?" ("Gde ze ja," Polnoe,
X, 114-115). The questions do not lead beyond the twisted form
of the question mark. One poem ends on exactly that note: "3a-
yeM, 3adeM, 3aueM, sauem?" ("Zalem, zveno so zvenom sviva-
ja," Polnoe, X, 113-114).

1t was as if Bal'mont needed some sort of justification in
order to be able to live, or so he informs us in the epigraph to
the cycle of poems "Gorja$éie zdanija. Lirika sovremennoj dusi":
"Mpp IOJDKEeH OHTbL ONpaBHaH BecChb, YTO6 MOXKHO OBHUIO XHUTB"
(stiz., p. 146). As we have seen, his plight and search play a
dominant role in his works. Yet if we think about them as a
whole, we can see that he did find a port of calm in the turbu-
lence of the twentieth century. If there was seemingly senseless
suffering and ugliness in life, he would solve the problem by in-
corporating them into a rational system. If there was no perma-
nence, he, the artist, would create it. And this is exactly what
he did. Each of the flaws he found in the less than perfect
world, he transformed into a virtue. In Nekrasov's images of the
miserable countryside--swamps, dark forests, the woman for whom
death is a blessing, the song whose melody sounds Tike moans--
Bal'mont finds a "kpacoTa rparngeckoro.” 15 Not only do the
ugly phenomena contain beauty--such as the silvery stream in the
depths of a well's slime; familiarity with the dark recesses of
ocean bottoms and prisons serves as a prerequisite for the attain-
ment of beauty. He maintains, for instance, thatvin order to
reach the heights, he sinks to the bottom ("Probuzdenie," No. 8,
Polnoe, 11, 133). Radiant stars shine for those who know how to

sink into the gloom at the bottom of the arid well ("V bezvodnom
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kolodce," Stiz., pp. 109-110), Bal'mont su
s e s . > ggests. He
Bﬁude1a1re,l'na§mnﬂ B IPONAaCTH, HO XaxmaBuMil Begﬂzg"dUbs
ithEogl;;g; Stzx.,hp. 18?)% his spiritual father in his abiqj
e a symphony of fragrances, sounds, )
of the raw material of evil and decay. " and colors out
Bal'mont, it will be recalled, plaintivel
AL ’ t y sobbed
faced the twin spectres of solitude and transitoriness. a%hge
Xorks wonders of mag1ca1 metamorphosis on this situation toopOEt
nd how does he do it? Very easily indeed, for it turns’out ih
there are adyantages to remaining alone. The concept is c1ear1at
Erought out in a poem called "XudoZnik" (Polnce, 111, 185-187)
ere, the.art!st describes at great length his estrangement a]i
through his Tife. He was never like everybody else; even in
ch11dho?d, h$ was a]ready a wanderer, Then--and once again w
see Bal'mont's ingenious mind at work justifying and unjustif?a-
b1e—-c9mes Fhe narrator's statement that he is glad there are
ngzg:;ngsT;n phe1wor1d, for he can plait them into a fairytale
. e implication is that had he not b
would not have learned his art. sen set apart, he
A consideration of the well-known " étoj i
A c : poem "Ja mectoju Tovil
uxodjasdie teni" (Stiwx., p. 93) will i
e e p ) will illustrate the same psycho-

A MeduToOw JIOBUJI yXOnOsmue TeHH,

Yxogsamue TeHM Noracasmero OHA,

4 na GawHW BCXOIOWJI, W OpOXasH CTYIeHH,
W mpoxany CTyIlleHM o4O HOTOH y MEeHSA.

W ueM BHme s wesy, TeM sSCHeH pHCOBaJINCh,
TeM sACHe! PUCOBAJIMCh oOuepTaHbsa Braju,

W xakue-TO 3BYKH BOKpPYI pas3gaBajiucCh,
Bkpyr MeHsa pasgaBaluch OT Hebec u 3emiu.

YeM s BHIIE€ BCXOIHWJI, TE&M CBeTJIee CBepkalid
TeM cBeTJjlee CBepKajyil BHCH IOpeMJIomUX Iop,
U cusuabeM NIpowalnbHEM Kak BynoTo JlacKasd,
CJIOBHO HEXHO JlacKajil OTYMaHEeHHHH B30Op.

A BHH3Yy I10OO MHOK yX HOYBL HAaCTyIHuIa,
YXe HOYBb HaACTyIWUJIA OJId yCHyBmeH 3emiy,
Jiisi MeHs Xxe 6JHUCcTasio OHeBHOe CBEeTHJIO,
OrHeBOe CBETHJIO OOTOpasjio BOAJM .

g ysHal, KakK JIOBUTh yXOoZsmue TEHH,
Vxonsanmue TeHM NOTYCKHeBmWero OHA,

U BCe BHmE A mesyl, XU HPOXanu CTyIeHH,
W pgpoxanyd CTYIEeHH IOL HOTrOM y MeHsd.

Several features immediately glare out at the reader. Bal'mont

has obviously reserved a special place for the "I" ("s," "mensa"),

which appears as the first and final words of th i
1 f e poem and is
carefully repeated, twice more in stanza one; twicg, in stanzas
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wo and fives; and once each, in the third and fourth stanzas.
wm@ssud\a3"6amnm," "erymenu," "sBmamum," "smcum," and
uchonme‘ demonstrate that he is playing with the idea of dis-
tance. At the same time, a major element of the poem is a con-
centration on the transitory. The departing shadows of the ex-
piring day are replaced by night itself. Things are in constant
motion, we note, in the number of verbs and in particular, in the
qumber of motion verbs. Like a movie projectionist intent on cap-
turing every nuance of movement, Bal'mont keeps switching his
perspective. He shows his audience his climbing, then switches
to the stairs under him, then goes a bit higher and pauses to
describe the scene from his new vantage point. Once again he
cuts back to events below, then above again, and so forth. The
stanzas which frame the poem, beginning and end, contain Bal'mont's
al1-important preoccupation with the transitory. He is clutching
at that which cannot be grasped. But, as he puts more and more
distance between him and the earth, something happens. The far-
ther he gets from reality--and let us emphasize that he is trav-
eling alone--the more involved he becomes in his dream, the more
permanence he finds. There in the heavenly heights, "Ina MeHs
ye GJMCTAJIO HHEBHOE cseTnsio," although night had already
descended upon the earth.

By creating a dream--and both words, the creating and the
dream, should be heavily underscored--Bal'mont had found the
answer to his problems. One can justifiably censure him for
repetition of theme, for once Bal'mont had latched onto "some-
thing good," the reader was in for a long session of variations
on one theme. In the lyric "Majatnik" (Polnoe, III, 158-159), a
pendulum swings evenly from one side to the other. Today it is
of the gods; tomorrow it will be miserable. The poet implies
that the pendulum can choose between the extremes of pain and
happiness. The weaving of a dream is the key which will open
the door to the positive. Or, what can be more blunt than the
poem "“Skazat' mgnoven'ju: Stoj?" For it is here that Bal'mont
writes that there is only one way to achieve permanence--and that
way is the dream (Stix., p. 232).

The dream is salvation, whether in the Tighthearted, care-
free world of make-believe which Bal'mont constructs in "Fejnye
skazki" or in his escape from the executioner in a torture cham-
ber. Interestingly enough, in the torture chamber poem, the
Tine "No me&ta mne moja doroga" ("V zastenke," Stiz., P. 237)
stands exactly at the center--eight 1ines from the top and eight
from the bottom--as if stylistically to demonstrate the high re-
gard with which the poet viewed the idea.

Given Bal'mont's concerns with the evanescent, we must re-
alize that escape into a dream was not enough. If one could
create a world of make-believe, who was to say that it would not
blow away like a house of cards against which the wind had gently
brushed? Hence, the final step in Bal'mont's poetic search. It
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is e§sent1a1 to remember that the word )
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idea the twistings and turnings of discomfort fina]ly.cea;eh this
manence can be reached in art., The seventeenth-century ain per-
Velasquez is eternally ours, for in his works, he Tives o, CeT
writes Bal'mont ("Velaskes," Stix., pp. 263-254) In orgv’
life, flowers blossom for a brief summer's momen£ and the;nary
gone forever. But through the medium of art, a miracle is i
"ormed. Tﬁe spirit of a mimosa lives on because Shelley p$r-
corkare" verses (“§e111,” Stiz., p. 421). The creatioﬁgu d
ﬁgﬁ;;i; ?322;: in sxpansion of th§ moment into a permanent pg:
pir," Stix., p. 420). As t i ;
thg narrator of "Ja-~izyskannost' russkojhgeSngg;?eggé?ﬁ b Ty
main e%Erna11y young (Stix,, p. 232). can re- 6
The co?cepts of artist and sun seem to i i '
Egggge;naBgldmont's MHp?BOS3peHHe. The ar??sl?eiﬁg1§$2;{or ' 7.
od, a sun, a life-giving force. Bal! ins
Ehat Goethe"was a writer of perfec%ion, a wrii;rmSEg EEE;?;QZ *
the whole. He.compares Goethe to the sun, who coyld lock at :
and love the entire wor]d.15 He writes hymns of ecstasy to th 8
;uq as the bearer of life, as God and creator ("Gimn solncy." ¢ ‘ .
tie. , PP. 267-272; "Gimn ognju," Stix., pp. 207-210).  nps
kKax commune Bcerma mosomoe," he shouts in a poem Qiuﬁnyﬁ?M’
cycle ggffﬁ ki@ solnce ("Budem kak solnce," Stiz p. 204) ¢
Mont’s imaginative journey led fr rknes .
Sphemera11ty, and isolation to 1igh{, creat?gn?agggﬁzzéng:ndggéng’
ream, He"was certainly not unique in this respect. Like’the
ig?ﬁggégtoft?$gr91s%i,? hﬁ was seeking an answer to the uncer-
t i es ife. is high time that the s
n critical literature. Whatever one may thiﬁirggoﬁi §§$?gglid96d n.
as ﬁ_composer of sweet poetic songs, it is valuable to pursue 12
Within his work, the quest of his heart and mind as well as tﬁe | |

XXVIII, No. 2 (1969), 221-64.

5. Renato Poggioli, Poets of Russia 1890-1930 (Cambridge, Mass.:
Harvard University Press, 1960); D. S. Mirsky, 4 History of
Russian Literature (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1960), pp.
433-4; Bal'mont, Stiz., pp. 5-74, particularly p. 48. One
major exception is Rodney Patterson, who, in a detailed in-
troduction to an anthology of Bal'mont's poetry, considers
both style and theme. K. D. Bal'mont, Izbrannye stizotvore-
niga i poémy, selection, foreward, and commentary, Vladimir
Markov (Munich: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 1975}, pp. 15-80.

Also see Patterson's "Balmont: In Search of Sun and Shadow,"
Russian Literary Triquarterly, No. 4 (1972}, 241-64.

Mirsky, p. 431.

I would, however, exclude Degas from this category; he was

more concerned with experimenting with different angles of

perspective then with capturing the joy of a particular mo-
ment.

"Komu ja moljus'?" K. D. Bal'mont, Polnoe sobranie stixov

(Moscow, 1909), I, 236-7. 1 shall hereafter refer to this

edition as Polnoe in the text.

9. "Krot," in Vladimir Markov, Merrill Sparks, Modern Russian
Poetry (Indianapolis, Indiana: The Bobbs-Merrill Company,

Inc., 1966}, p. 18.

10. K. D. Bal'mont, Gde moj dom.
1924), pp. 24-8.

Ibid., pp. 130-7.
Ibid., pp. 169-82.

Oderki (1920-1923) (Prague,

— — e —

patterns of his pen, [ 13. "Tajna odinodestva i smerti," in K. D. Bal'mont, Belye zar-
nicy. Mysli i vpedatlenija (St. Petersburg, 1908), p. 146.
v 14, Ibid., p. 147.

NOTES

"Okean," in K. D. Bal'mont, Stizotvorenija (Leningrad, 1969),

—_———— —f

15.

"Skvoz' stroj. (Pamjati Nekrasova)," Bal'mont, Gornye verdi-
ny, pp. 98-9.

However, he also compares him to the earth for his fondness

g, . ja. .
ihe teXtSzEsggggnt references to this edition wil] appear in for the darkness. "Izbrannik zemli (Pamjati Gete)," Belye
. ! Toy, . 7-9.
2. K. D, Bal'mont, Gormye versiny., Sbormik statej (Mo ; e
1904), p. 2. o eee, ’
3. K. D. Bal'mont, "Avtobiografideski i j
mor e materialy dlja biografii
Bal'monta," in Russkagja 1iteraturq ’ ;
, XX vek - !
S. E. Vengerov (Moscow, 1914}, p. 59, veka (1890-1910), ed.
4. Viadimir Markov, "Balmont: A Reappraisal," Siqvie Review,
74

75



