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MULTIPLICITY OF PERSPECTIVE AS METAPHOR
FOR POETIC CREATION IN PASTERNAK’S
“OPREDELENIE POEZII” AND
“OPREDELENIE TVORCESTVA”

Olga Peters Hasty

The inherent capacity of metaphor and metonymy to function both as links
between disparate phenomena and as disruptions of existing relationships
plays a vital role in Pasternak’s poetics, enabling him to create a dynamic
system of shifting perspective which becomes an important structural com-
ponent in his poetry. Employing a variety of domains—acoustic, semantic,
syntactic and thematic—Pasternak constructs highly intricate, ambiguous
metonymic and metaphoric structures which are as difficult to pin down as
the elusive perspectives of M. C. Escher’s graphics.

The significant role of metonymy in Pasternak’s poetry has been discussed
in considerable depth by Roman Jakobson' and Krystyna Pomorska.?
Jakobson illustrates that metonymy is for Pasternak not merely a frequently
employed device, but that “Pasternak’s poetry is a realm of metonymies
awakened to independent life.”® “A connection once created,” Jakobson
points out, “becomes an object in its own right. Pasternak does not tire of
underlining the thing to be connected . . . The poet defines art as the mutual
interchangeability of images.™ Pomorska develops this further in her
treatment of the affinity between Pasternak and the Futurists which she
characterizes as “orientation toward metonymy in poetic structure” which
Pasternak “elevates . . . to a philosophical postulate and views as the basic
pattern of the universe.”

Study of the structural organization of such metonymies, which are fre-
quently complicated by metaphoric functions, reveals Pasternak’s proclivity

' Roman Jakobson, “Randbemerkungen zur Prosa des Dichters Pasternak,” Slavische Rund-

schau, No. 6, 1936. English translation: “The Prose of the Poet Pasternak, Modern Judgements,
D. Davie and A. Livingstone, eds. (Aurora Publishers, 1970).

1 Krystyna Pomorska, Themes and Variations in Pasternak’s Poetics (Lisse: The Peter De
Ridder Press, 1975).

3 Jakobson, p. 142.

4 ibid., pp. 146-7.

> Pomorska, p. 28.

IJSLE Vol. XXXIV (1986) 113



114 OLGA PETERS HASTY

to interconnect various aspects of poetic images in such a way as to permit
a number of possible yet incompatible readings. In an attempt to understand
the poem the reader perceives first one configuration of images, then
another and the work vibrates with the energy of these shifts in perspective,
In other cases, Pasternak leads his reader to assemble elements of the poem
into a comprehensible pattern which is then shattered as the poem unfolds,
forcing a new perception and reorganization of the given parts. Thus the
structure is particularly emphasized and becomes itself one of the themes of
the poem.

To illustrate this particular feature of Pasternak’s poetics two metapoetic
texts will be considered—the poems “Opredelenie poézii” and “Opredelenie
tvordestva” from the “Zanjatie filosofiej” section of the 1917 cycle Sestra
moja #izn' . The discussion presented here does not provide an exhaustive
analysis of the poems but only an examination of prominent aspects of the
dynamic nature of their structures.

The title “Opredelenie poézii” suggests that the poem is a metaphor for
poetry. This metaphoric description is comprised of a series of interacting
metaphors and metonymies.

OIIPEIEJEHUE ITOO3UH

DT0 — KPYTO HaMBIIHHACS CBHCT.

DTO — IIENIKaHbe CAABIEHHBIX JILTHHOK.
3TO — HOYB, JIEACHAIIAS JIKCT,

3TO — ABYX COJOBbEB MOEHHOK.

DT0 — CJIaJIKHil 3aTJIOXIINH TOpoX.
3TO — CJIE3B! BCEJICHHOMH B JlonaTKax,*
D10 — ¢ nynsToB U et — Purapd
HussepraeTcs rpajioM Ha IPAJKY.

Bcé, uTo HOUH Tak BaXXHO CHICKAThb
Ha rny6okux KynaJeHHBIX IOHBSX,
U 3Be3ly TOHECTH JI0 cajKa

Ha Tpenemymux MOKpEIX JIaJJOHAX,

TInomie JOCOK B BOJE — AyXOTa.
HebocBsoa 3aBanucis 0J1bX010,
DTHUM 3B€3/1aM K JIHIY 6 X0X0TaTh,
AH BCEJICHHAas — MECTO TJIyX0e€.

* JlomaTku — cTpyuxu ropoxa. IlpuMed. aBTopa.

¢ The texts of the two poems under discussion are quoted from Boris Pasternak, Stixi i
poémy, 1912-1932, G. P. Struve and B. A. Filippov, eds. (Ann Arbor, 1961).
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The poem opens with seven statements. The ripened whistle and the
clicking ice of the first two lines suggest poetry’s acoustic properties—per-
haps the swelling of a poctic line and the impact of rhyming words. The
last two lines of the stanza present traditional romantic images—night and
nightingale—as metaphors for poetry. However, night is depicted as icy
cold, devoid of mysticism, while the nightingales, traditional singers of
harmony, are shown in combat. This first stanza presents more than merely
four definitions. Its lines are interconnected in that they are presented as
diverse signifiers for the same signified. They are linked by parallel structure
occasioned by the anaphoric use of éf0 and by the A-b-A-b rhyme scheme
and anapestic meter. Acoustically they are related in their insistence on the
“1” sound. Moreover, the four lines are joined metonymically. Svist and
§celkan’e of lines one and two respectively are words commonly used to
describe the sound produced by the nightingales of line four. The ice of line
two is linked to the leaf-freezing night of line three, and an obvious link
exists between the night and nightingale of lines three and four. Thus each
line contains an element which can be metonymically linked to the nightin-
gales, weaving yet another thread of unity into the stanza.

The second stanza continues the anaphoric pattern, meter, and rhyme
scheme of stanza one. The images, however, reverse their movement.
Whereas stanza one consists of a convergence of a variety of interlinked
images to the central poetic image of the nightingales, stanza two deals
with one image—that of peas—which is splayed out to participate in a wide
range of representations. Again, all four lines are metonymically linked.
The first mentions peas, the second their pods, whereby the “tears” are
likened to peas—for they are in the pods and are round like the peas. Lines
three and four of this stanza describe Figaro hailing from music stands and
flutes into furrows. The furrows again related to the image of peas and
thereby suggest the roundness of the notes spilling out. The visual symbols
of an acoustic phenomenon are implied—the printed notes on a page which
are round like the peas and rest on the furrow-like lines of a staff. Yet
another metonymic link is created here: if the notes are peas, then the flutes
from which they spill are pea pods and the similarity of their shape is thus
called to the attention of the reader. The epithet zagloxsij is initially under-
stood as choked (by weeds). The metonymic link of pods to flutes and peas
to notes, occurring in the rest of the stanza, encourages the recollection of
another meaning—that of deafness. Thus zagloxSij gorox stands in contrast
to the acoustic nature of the tonal peas. The hail to which the tones are
likened suggests a freezing (cf. stanza one) of the tears of the universe.
Acoustically the stanza is unified by a predominance of “gar” and “gra,”
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and it is sound similarity which establishes the contiguity of gorox and
Figaro. The entire stanza is a developing chain of metonymies intercon-
nected in the following manner:

D gorox
7\ T~ -
VN T~
2) slezy N lopatki
'/ \,\ \‘Q\ r
7/ . A |
3) /5 flejty~— - :Elgaro N N |
7 — N
‘ - : ‘\\_‘ [
4) graé i it — et — e — e grjadki

KEY: Shape similarity
Sound similarity —- =+ -« —. =
Proximity -

Every noun is directly or indirectly metonymically linked to every other
noun as the reader is presented with an inventory of metonymies. Further-
more, a metaphoric function is superimposed on this metonymic structure,
for these metonyms serve, individually and together, as metaphors for poet-
ry. This, as well as the wide range of possible metonymic links, creates a
dynamic interaction of shifting images and relationships.

Stanzas three and four differ significantly from the first two stanzas of
the poem. The rhyme scheme and meter remain unchanged, but the ana-
phoric use of &0 ceases and the question can be posed as to just what it
had stood for. It must be admitted that 70 may refer to opredelenie and not
necessarily to poézija, which would make the individual statements and the
poem as a whole metaphors not for poetry, but for the act of derermining
what poetry is. The difficulty arising from any attempt at such definition is
suggested by the diversity and complexity of the first eight lines which point
to the power of poetry to realize the potential link between any two images.

Pasternak described reality as consisting of interchangeable parts. This
view is apparent in both the images and poetic devices of this poem, illus-
trating the difficulty of ascertaining what poetry is. Its elusiveness is partic-
ularly evident in the complexity of the many possible interactions of its
parts. Because each image participates in a variety of connections, it has no
fixed place within the poem. Like the two nightingales of stanza one, each
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possible configuration battles for recognition and the reader of a Pasternak
poem, like the viewer of an Escher etching or wood cut, finds it impossible
to remain satisfied with perceiving the work from one perspective. This
highly dynamic, creative complexity is, to be sure, a significant feature
enriching most, if not all, art. In works of Pasternak, however, this becomes
an emphasized structural element, indeed a theme of the work.

Stanzas one and two of “Opredelenie poezii” bring poetic images—both
literally and figuratively—down to earth. The images of stanzas three and
four are combined in such a way as to make any specific determination
impossible, again recalling Escher’s works, One cannot ascertain in stanza
three, for example, whether poetic imagery has transformed the star into a
fish, or the fish into a star. The following clues are presented: night, bath-
house floor, star, fish hatchery, and trembling wet hands. These clues can
be assembled to suggest an attempt to capture the reflection of a star on the
water. Yet the star can also be interpreted as a metaphor for a glistening
fish shimmering in the water. Similarly, the adjectives glubokix, trepeséuséix,
and mokryx are common epithets for nouns other than the ones they modify
in this stanza but which are found or suggested in it: “deep” for night and
“trembling” and “wet” for fish (evoked by mention of the hatchery). La-
donjax is linked by rhyme to don’jax, but by the adjectives trepeséuscéix and
mokryx to the suggested fish, recalling thereby also the similarity of shape
between hand and fish. Thus the hands can be seen simultaneously as con-
tainers for the fish/star-reflection and as fish themselves. The stanza’s rich-
ness stems from the fact that no one interpretation can be finally deter-
mined—certainly a comment on the title of the poem. The rhymes are not
as precise as those of the first two stanzas. Just as it can combine distant
images, so poetry can combine distant thymes.

Stanza four also contains directional ambiguity. The “vault of heaven” is
obstructed by alder trees, suggesting an upward gaze, but the verb zavalilsja
indicates the participation of gravity and therefore a downward motion. It
is of some significance to recall that the alder grows in damp soil. Its wood
is highly resistant to water and therefore very slow to rot, making it well
suited for bathhouse construction. This provides a link between the alder
and the wet boards and damp heat and turns the nebosvod into a floor. The
shifting perspective here is similar to the movement which occurs in stanza
three, for it is possible to interpret the image as that of the heavens reflected
on the wet floor or in the water seen through the cracks of a bathhouse
floor. The entire space created within the stanza resounds with the laughter
of the stars in the echoing xo of the final word of each line.

A variety of possible interconnections is present among the stanzas as
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well. The first two lines of the final stanza are linked thematically with the
preceding one. The rhymes occurring between stanzas three and four alsg
provide a link: duxota (stanza four, line one) is rhymed with sadka (stanzg
three, line three) and xoxotat’ (stanza four, line three) is thymed with syskar
(stanza three, line one).

The third line of the last stanza of the poem sets off a series of associa-
tions with material found in stanza two. The laughter of the stars provides
a contrast to the metaphor (for stars) in stanza two—slezy vselennoj. Vse-
lennaja of the fourth stanza is first mentioned in stanza two which parono-
masia (xo-0x) and the epithet gluxoe link to zagloxsij gorox (stanza two, line
one). These connections suggest a new, additional interpretation of stanza
two. If “vselennaja—mesto gluxoe,” then “zagloxSij gorox” as well as “slezy
vselennoj” can be viewed as metaphors for stars. Therefore, while the notes
of Figaro are likened to peas, they are thus linked also with stars and the
acoustic brilliance of the flute is thereby compared to the visual brilliance
of the stars. (A similar synesthetic association has already been noted in
stanza two which depicts the visual signs of an acoustic phenomenon.) The
entire second stanza is rich in appeals to the senses. Synesthesia by its very
nature continues on a sensual level the complexity of interactions of images
which make the structure of the poem highly dynamic. Further complexity
is extended to directional perspective as well—stars are encountered on the
ground and as reflections in water.

The entire poem is constructed of ambiguous and shifting images, which
taken together serve as a metaphor for poetry and/or its definition. In
“Opredelenie poezii” Pasternak presents examples of a variety of poetic
devices and the possiblities of their arrangement. The metonymically related
statements of the poem can be interpreted individually as metaphors for
poetry or its definition. They are then made much more complex by the
interrelations which are evoked in such a manner that their polyfunctional-
ity emerges and creates shifting perspecitves. Additional poetic material
provided as the poem unfolds increases the range of possibilities. This mul-
tilevel shifting of perspective is insisted upon not only within the realms of
metonymy or metaphor, but between them as well.

The poem “Opredelenie tvorCestva,” also from the “Zanjatie filosofiej”
section of Sestra moja Zizn’, is similarly dominated by highly dynamic mul-
tiple perspectives which are here however occasioned primarily by acoustic
links and syntactic displacements.
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ONPEIEJIEHHUE TBOPYECTBA

PasmeTaB oTBOpOTH! pyGarukw,
Bosnocaro, kak Topc y Betxosena,
HakpsiBaeT NafioHbI0, KaK LIALIKH,
COH ¥ COBECTh, U HOYb, U JTFOGOBB OHO.

M xaxyro-to uepHy10 10Bedp,*

N — ¢ Tockoro kakoro-To GeleHoH,

K npecraBnenuo creTa roToBHUT,
KonHnoGopuem Haj nemkaMu nemiuMy.

A B cany, rae U3 norpeba, c¢6 nbay,
3Be3nnl 671aroyXaHHO pa3axallich,
ConoBreM Hag 103010 H3oabas!
3axye6Hynack TpUcTaHOBA 34X0JI04b.

U cazer, u npyasl, U orpaisl,

N xunsiuee 6eI6IMH BOIIJIIMHU
Mupo3ganee — JIMIIL CTPACTH pas3psisl,
YenoBeueckuM cepaeM HaKOIIEHHOM.

* [6Benp — Imauika, NpOBEACHHAs B Kpail ois, B Aamel. [Ipumey. apTopa.

The first two stanzas develop paronomastically from the title “Oprede-
lenie tvorlestva” (otvoroty, volosato, tors, ladonju, sovest’, no&, dernuju,
doved’, toskoju, prestavieniju, sveta). The word tvoréestvo itself does not
appear in the poem except in fragments of sound.

Stanza three employs this same device, using it as a source of self-
propelling motion. The neologism zaxolod’ emerges paronomastically from
the preceding line (“Solov’em nad lozoju 1zol’dy™) but also semantically from
line one of the stanza. “A v sadu” (line one) is metonymically connected
with the nightingale (line three) by proximity and “so I’du” provides acoustic
motivation for “Isol’dy.” Izol'da in turn leads of course to the mention of
Tristan, whose name, especially in the dative presented here (Tristanova) is
paronomastically closely tied to tvordestva of the title of the poem. The
mention of Tristan and Isolde is particularly appropriate here, for the legend
centers around Isolde who is torn between two possible but obviously
incompatible relationships. It is precisely such a situation in the realm of
poetic structure that is the moving force in both poems under discussion.

Here again Pasternak sports with spatial elements. Stars emerge from the
cellar in synesthetic raptures (blagouxanno razaxalis’). The syntactic con-
struction provides the reader with a shifting comprehension. The typically
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Pasternakian use of the “marginal” instrumental case’ in the third stanzg
makes it appear at first reading to be a phrase elaborating the stars’ “ah-ing”
which is being compared to the raptures of a nightingale. This reading mus;
be entirely readjusted, however, when the actual subject of this phrase ig
revealed in the final position of the concluding line of the stanza.

A comparable temporary syntactic deception is also set up in the first
stanza of the poem. The position of volosato (line two) suggests an adverbia|
function in relation to razmetav or possibly to nakryvaet. The subject ongp
appearing in final and unaccented position in the last line of the stanza
however, permits the interpretation of volosato and line two in its entirety
as an adjectival phrase modifying ono, i.e. tvordestvo. This syntactic ambi-
guity remains unresolved, permitting, indeed because of the inherent incom-
patibility of the two readings, encouraging dynamic shifts in the perception
of the stanzas. The understated ono must further function as the presumed
subject of the following stanza as well, as grammatical considerations over-
come the conclusiveness of the period separating the two stanzas.

In the first line of stanza four, by placing gardens, ponds, palings and the
universe into one series, Pasternak encourages the reader to recognize the
existing metonymic links as well as the distinctions among them. The first
stanza presents a similar situation. The metonymic relation of sleep, con-
science, night and love is augmented by the fact that they are also united
metaphorically in that they are compared with checkers. Thus Pasternak
creates a type of equivalence and interchangeability among these nouns,
Just as checkers are moved from place to place affecting the relationships
of the game pieces and assuming various functions (see Pasternak’s footnote
regarding doved’), so are elements of creative play shifted in function and
meaning.

For Pasternak, a major force of creativity, specifically of poetry, lies in
its vast power to form connections. The possibility of realizing potential
relationships—the creative element of reading as well as writing verse—are
highlighted in these poems by disruption and restructuring of configurations
of the various disparate images and by the impressive variety of possible
linking features. The principle purpose of the “definitions” Pasternak offers
is not to provide merely a descriptive set of metonymies or metaphors for
poetry and creativity, but to portray the act of combining their various
facets and to draw the reader into this creative process. To this end he
exploits the richness of a variety of properties comprising every poetic
image. Not only the image as a whole, but each of its attributes can partici-

’ Pomorska, p. 19.
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pate in a wide range of possible interconnections with other images and
their parts. Pasternak illustrates moreover that these relationships can be
presented in such a way as to create a state of constant flux of perspective.
The forcing of one image into several disparate, ambiguous and often
incompatible relations gives depth to the works and permits Pasternak to
break away from linearity of description and to insist upon the unique
complexity of artistic perception.
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