PLEASING THE SHADOWS
BRODSKY’S DEBTS TO PUSHKIN AND DANTE
di Valentina Polukhina
... È íîâûé Äàíò ñêëîíÿåòñÿ ê ëèñòó
è íà ïóñòîå ìåñòî ñòàâèò ñëîâî.
Joseph Brodsky1

I feel privileged to be talking about three poets whose
importance for world culture it is impossible to exaggerate. I also feel guilty, not being able to pay them their due.
The material I have collected is enough for a whole book,
and some of similarities can be represented here only
schematically. In so short a paper it is difficult to avoid
simplification. I am not a Dante or Pushkin scholar and
‘out of respect to the audience and to Dante himself’, as
T.S. Eliot once said, ‘I shall refrain from quoting him in
Italian’.2
Brodsky drew inspiration from Pushkin and Dante at
different time and in different degrees. It is tempting to
consider these three poets at a high level of generality or
to point to some biographical similarities: all three were
born in May, Brodsky and Pushkin died in January, all
three were exiled (Dante and Brodsky died in exile), separated from their family and loved ones, knew the power
of love and believed in the power of the poetic word. But
it is much more rewarding to examine their writings. I
shall begin with Brodsky’s debt to Pushkin since the similarities between them are the most striking. I shall refer
to Dante when it is relevant but concentrate on his influence on Brodsky’s poetics in the second part of my talk.
Pushkin had a far larger influence, intellectually and
poetically, on Brodsky than has generally been recognised.3 Although Brodsky wrote little about Pushkin and
had a declared preference for Baratynsky he knew his
Pushkin by heart: ‘The Bronze Horseman’ I knew and, I
believe, still know to this day by heart’.4 Pushkin is present
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in Brodsky’s poetry in the form of well-known quotations,
numerous borrowings, reminiscences, allusions, echoes.
The coupling of their two names began as a jest,
widely circulated in Leningrad, when someone dubbed the
eighteen-year-old Brodsky ‘the Jewish Pushkin’. The first
time that the two names were seriously linked was in
Anatolii Naiman’s preface to Halt in Wilderness sometime
between 1964-68.5 After Naiman other Russian poets,
Gorbanevskaia, Gordin, Krivulin and Loseff, found both
superficial and more fundamental parallels between the
lives and works of the two poets.6 However, the not infrequent comparison between Pushkin and Brodsky were
limited, as a rule, to biographical details: their falling out
with their respective regimes, their being shadowed by the
Tsarist Okhranka and the Soviet KGB, their exile, the
censoring of their work, etc. It is very tempting to compare the fate, personal and poetic, of the two poets, but,
as Lev Loseff has noted: ‘there are at times parallels in
the biographies of the two poets [which] only serve to
underline that in Brodsky’s case he had to deal with a
nightmarish or grotesque variant of Pushkin’s situation...
Pushkin wasn’t sent into exile as a convict under armed
guard, having gone through the mill of prison cells and
mental hospital wards’.7
In identifying the similarities and dissimilarities between two poets separated by 150 years, we must take into
account the larger picture, to convey the full scale of their
contribution to Russian poetry, the Russian poetic language, Russian intellectual life, and so on. Like his predecessor, Brodsky was engaged in giving the Russian language of his time a perfect poetic form. Both poets were
able to immerse themselves in the truly vernacular idiom.
Perfecting form, experimenting with diverse poetic genres, they surrendered to the language, their commitment
to it being absolute. Brodsky subscribed to Pushkin’s
sense of harmony. He, too, has created a new kind of harmony, unthinkable or apparently unachievable before him.
Finally, they both possessed a worldview that was both
Russian and European. Indeed, they are perhaps Russia’s
only true Europeans. Hence, their common complaint Áûâàëî, ÷òî íè íàïèøó, / Âñå äëÿ èíûõ íå Ðóñüþ
ïàõíåò (For some, nothing that I write, is Russian enough,
To Delvig, 1921). It is hard not to think of Brodsky’s situation in Russia when one read these lines of Pushkin.
Brodsky has been repeatedly accused of having lost his
Russianness, in spite of the fact that he made a point of
insisting on it and hoped that a widening is taking place,
not a narrowing’.8
In relation to Pushkin I will deal with a particular aspect of the poetics of these poets. I shall attempt to identify certain features of self-portraiture common to both.
Brodsky’s tendency to belittle himself in the scheme of
things, to see the worst in himself, echoes Pushkin’s practice in some of his own self-portraits. For Pushkin, too,
self-depiction is often ironic, anti-romantic, far from flattering and transcending the conventional bounds of the
poetic. The external details of their self-description are
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banal and disparaging. Both cultivated self-denigration
and self-abnegation. This may have something to do with
their obsession with death. However, they appear as figures of intellectual sobriety with a sense of perspective.
They both took Dante as a model of poet as exile and
wanderer.
It is not so much similarity in the circumstances of
their lives, as in personality type and quality of talent, that
explain the way they approached self-portraiture.9 Pride
and a passionate striving to be the first in everything coexist with a genuine humility. Dante also proudly calls
himself a genius (‘omai la navicella del mio ingegno’,
Purgatorio, I:2),10 and Oderisi of Gubbio has assured him
that he will surpass his famous contemporaries, Guido
Gvincelli and Guido Cavalcanti: ‘e forse e nato / chi l’uno
e l’altro caccera del nido’ (maybe, one / Is born already
for their niche of fame, Purgatorio, XI:98-99). But he
immediately countered with ‘O empty glory of all human
powers!’ (Purgatorio, XI:91).11 Dante is aware of his own
pride as a poet and he is pleased that the five greatest poets
– Homer, Horace, Ovid, Lucan and Virgil – accept him
as the sixth among them.
Pushkin’s ãîðäûé ìîé ðàññóäîê (my proud reason,
Pushkin, III:178) is echoed by Brodskys advice to himself: Ñìîòðè áåç ñóåòû / âïåðåä. Íàçàä / áåç óæàñà
ñìîòðè. / Áóäü ïðÿì è ãîðä, / ðàçäðîáëåí èçíóòðè, /
íàîùóïü òâåðä (Look without vanity / before, behind /
without horror, look. / Be upright and proud / broken from
within / firm to the touch, II:193). But Pushkin also writes
about softness of voice and poverty of talent: Êîíå÷íî,
áåäåí ãåíèé ìîé (Of course, my gift [genius] is poor,
To My Aristarkh, 1815); “Ìîé ãîëîñ òèõ (My voice is
soft, Sleep, 1816). Dante, too, in Mandelstam’s words,
suffers either from ‘miraculous bouts of self-esteem’ or
‘feeling of utter worthlessness’12: È ÷àñòî ðå÷ü ìîÿ
íåñîâåðøåííà (Many times my words come short of the
fact, Inferno, IV:147).13 In many of Brodsky’s autobiographical poems we find a similar but much more obvious self-deprecatory tone: ß, ïåâåö äðåáåäåíè, /
ëèøíèõ ìûñëåé, ëîìàíûõ ëèíèé (I am a singer of
nonsense, / superfluous thoughts, and broken lines,
III:44).
All three knew that their unique style, formidable energy and incisive vision were signs of greatness. But what
is also characteristic of all three poets is their profound
desire to retain humility: È äóõ ñìèðåíèÿ, òåðïåíèÿ,
ëþáâè / è öåëîìóäðèÿ ìíå â ñåðäöå îæèâè (And the
spirit of humility, of patience, of love / and of chastity
revive in my heart, Pushkin, III:421). Brodsky,
ïðèåìûø ãîðäûé (proud adopted child, III:25), as he
called himself, at the end of his life, repeating Pushkin’s
words ‘If God should send me readers...’, said that everyone should be apprenticed to such authorial humility.14
And that despite the fact that both of them were convinced
that they ïëåòóò ðèôìû(wove rhymes, Pushkin, I:18,
26) or ñî÷èíÿþò ñòèøêè (compose verselets), as
Brodsky loved to say, more skilfully than any of their
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contemporaries. Of Pushkin’s pre-eminence everyone has
had his fill. Brodsky’s contemporaries testify to his: ‘He
was the first and paved the way for all the rest to follow’,
says writer and historian Mikhail Kheifits in his preface
to the samizdat collection of Brodsky’s poetry that earned
him five years, 1974-80, in prison camp. In his opinion
Brodsky uncovered the truth which challenged the catastrophic state of consciousness of an entire generation.15
A few words need to be said at this point about the
nature of our two poets’ cultural endeavour. In Loseff’s
opinion, both Pushkin and Brodsky, ‘united and brought
to perfection all the fundamental trends in literature in
their own and in the preceding generation (in Pushkin’s
case it was Russian neoclassicism and the early Romantic “school of harmonic exactitude”; in Brodsky’s it was
Russian modernism from symbolism to Lugovskoi and
Slutskii). Both enriched our spiritual world, “translating
into Russian”, organically transfusing the Russian mentality, with forms of artistic perception, the Russian language with forms of expression alien to it (Pushkin – the
Gallic, Brodky – Anglo-Saxon and Celtic, both of them,
the Latin of the classics)’.16 Dante in his Divina Commedia
gathered all the learning of the Middle Ages. It should be
noted that neither Dante nor Brodsky were sufficiently
educated, although both acquired an encyclopaedic knowledge at a later stage.
It seems that Brodsky himself realised his leading role
in introducing to a Russian audience some notorious icons
of world culture. As if fearing that even in his lifetime he
would be turned into a monument he cultivated, as a form
of self-defence, as has been noted, a deliberately disparaging form of self-portraiture: ÿ - îäèí èç ãëóõèõ,
îáëûñåâøèõ, óãðþìûõ ïîñëîâ / âòîðîñîðòíîé
äåðæàâû (I am one of the deaf, bald, gloomy ambassadors / of a second rate power, II:161). Êîíþøèé
äðÿõëîãî Ïåãàñà (Ostler to a decrepit Pegasus, To my
Aristarkh, 1815). Some self-disparaging metaphors of
substitution for Brodskys self are borrowed directly from
Pushkin: ß, ïàñûíîê äåðæàâû äèêîé / ñ ðàçáèòîé
ìîðäîé (I am the stepson of a primitive power / with a
bruised face, III:25) alludes to Pushkins line Ñòàðûì
ïàñûíêîì ñóäüáèíû (Like an old step-child of Fate, To
Natalia, 1813); óñòàëûé ðàá - èç òîé ïîðîäû, / ÷òî
çðèì âñå ÷àùå (a weary slave of that breed / that is seen
more and more often, III:27) has its source in Äàâíî,
óñòàëûé ðàá, çàìûñëèë ÿ ïîáåã (A weary slave, for
long I have contemplated my escape, It’s time, my friend,
it’s time, 1834).
Dante’s portrait is not so much physical as psychological and ethical. He does not, like Pushkin, complain of his
monkey-like appearance or, like Brodsky, of his rotten
teeth, but he also doesn’t flatter himself. In the Inferno
we find a frank admission of the fear and horror felt by
him: Ìíå ñæàâøèé ñåðäöå óæàñîì è äðîæüþ (which
had pierced my heart with fear, I:15); “È ÿ, ñ ãëàâîþ,
óæàñîì ñòåñíåííûé” (And I, my head encircled with
horror, said, III:31); “Ìîå ÷åëî ïîêðûòî ñìåðòíûì
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ïîòîì, / È ÿ óïàë, êàê ïàäàåò ìåðòâåö” 17 (so that for
pity I swooned as if in death and dropped like a dead body,
V:140-41). Compare with Brodsky: “Áîÿçíî! Òî-òî è
åñòü, ÷òî áîÿçíî” (Fearful! Truly fearful, III:16). Moreover, during the process of ethical formation he accuses
himself of vanity, uncertainty and other weaknesses. This
tendency towards self-examination in Pushkin and
Brodsky has a common origin in Dante.
On the personal level, we note that they are alike in
the nature of their talent and in character: both were ‘carefree admirers’ (Epistle to Prince A.M. Gorchakov, 1819)
of female beauty and possesed overwhelming personal
charm and a great talent for friendship. Both were easily
wounded and haughty, short-tempered and absurdly generous. ‘The chief thing was that he (Pushkin) lacked what
is called tact’, Pushchin recalled.18 Exactly the same could
be said of Brodsky. Both were well aware of the duality
of their nature:
Ïîðîé ëåíèâ, ïîðîé óïðÿì,
Ïîðîé ëóêàâ, ïîðîþ ïðÿì,
Ïîðîé ñìèðåí, ïîðîé ìÿòåæåí,
Ïîðîé ïå÷àëåí, ìîë÷àëèâ,
Ïîðîé ñåðäå÷íî ãîâîðëèâ
(At times lazy, at times obstinate, / At times cunning, at
times frank, / At times humble, at time mutinous, / At time sorrowful, at times taciturn, / At times cordially effusive, Pushkin,
VI:619).

Neither their personal appearance nor their origins, it
would seem, satisfied either of our poets. Each lavished
a great deal of care on his appearance and worried about
his physical shortcomings: À ÿ, ïîâåñà, âå÷íî
ïðàçäíûé, / Ïîòîìîê íåãðîâ áåçîáðàçíûé (But I, a
rake, ever idle, / ugly progeny of negroes, To Iur’ev,
1820); ß íå ëåéá-êó÷åð, íå àñåññîð, / Ðîäîâ
óíèæåííûé îáëîìîê (I am no liveried coachman, no
assessor, / but a humble fragment of [aristocratic] stock,
II;875). A synonym of Pushkins îáëîìîê can be found
in the twelfth of the Roman Eligies: ß áûë â Ðèìå. Áûë
çàëèò ñâåòîì. Òàê, / êàê òîëüêî ìîæåò ìå÷òàòü
îáëîìîê! (I was in Rome. I was flooded with light. As
/ only a fragment can dream of being! III:48). There are
even more unflattering remarks to be found in Brodskys
poems about himself: Ñìàðäíî äûøà è òðåùà
ñóñòàâàìè, / ïà÷êàþ çåðêàëî (With foul breath, and
joints creaking / I stain mirror, II:290);â ëîìàíîì ð
åâðåÿ (in the guttural Jewish r, III:43): îòùåïåíåö,
ñòåðâåö, âíå çàêîíà (A renegade, son-of-a-bitch, outlaw, III:8). Such bizarre metaphors are scattered throughout Brodsky’s poems.
We must admit that Pushkin is much kinder towards
himself in his self-portraiture than Brodsky. Some of
Pushkin’s self-deprecations (‘my genius is poor’ or ‘my
voice is quiet’) could be interpreted as a pose and typical
for the romantic tradition (see, for example, Baratynsky’s
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‘My gift is scant, my voice is not loud (Ìîé äàð óáîã è
ãîëîñ ìîé íå ãðîìîê, 1828). In Brodsky such a persistent tendency in the poets depiction of his lyrical persona
demonstates his rejection of the timeworn romantic images of the poet: ß ýïèãîí è ïîïóãàé (I am an epigone
and parrot, I:431); Ïðîõîæèé / ñ ìÿòûì ëèöîì (a passerby with a creased / face, II:320). In Brodskys interviews
we find another explanation for his tendency to self-denigration: ‘...when you write poetry... you always anticipate
that there is some sardonic mind that will laugh at your
delights and sorrows. So the idea is to defeat that sardonic
mind. Not to give it the opportunity. And the only way is
to laugh at yourself. I did that for a while’.19
Discussing their insignificance, their ordinariness our
poets often use negative constructions: ß íå ãåðîé, ïî
ëàâðàì íå òîñêóþ... / ß íå áîãà÷... / ß íå çëîäåé (I am
no hero, I do not pine for laurels.../ I am no rich man.../ I
am no villan, Sleep, 1816). Pushkin, as a rule, confines
himself to enumerative constructions coupled with contrasts: Íå îôèöåð ÿ, íå àñåññîð, / ß ïî êðåñòó íå
äâîðÿíèí, / Íå àêàäåìèê, íå ïðîôåññîð; / ß ïðîñòî
ðóññêèé ìåùàíèí (I am not an officer, nor an assessor,
/ no oath-taking nobleman, / no academic or professor; /
I am a simple Russian petty bourgeois, My Genealogy,
1830). This particular grammatical device produces the
opposite meaning: Pushkin is saying that he is anything
but a petty bourgeois. Brodsky, too, uses Pushkins formula: Ïóñòü Âàì íàïîìíèò äàííûé òîìèê, / ÷òî àâòîð
áûë íå æëîá, íå ãîìèê, / íå òðóñ, íå ñíîá, íå ëèáåðàë,
/ íî - ãðóñòíûõ ìûñëåé ãåíåðàë (Let this little book
remind you, / that the author was no miser, no homo, / no
coward, no snob, no liberal, / but a general of mournful
thoughts).20 All these forms of self-denigration can be see
at the same time as a moral denunciation of the self, a
desire to become “free, whole and upright”, as Virgil said
of Dante at the end of their journey that he became:
‘libero, drito e sano e tue arbitrio’ (Purgatorio, XXVII:
140).
Moral self-discovery in the XXth century, obviously,
took different forms. Brodsky uses the radical device of
the via negativa, replacing the lyrical subject, and the
contingencies of his existence, with negative pronouns and
adverbs: “ñîâåðøåííûé íèêòî, ÷åëîâåê â ïëàùå(a
complete nobody, a man in a raincoat, II:318); Íèîòêóäà
ñ ëþáîâüþ (From nowhere with love, II:397); Ìû ñ
òîáîé - íèêòî, íè÷òî (You and I are nobody, nothing,
III:84). A vast array of negative pronouns replaces the
implied lyrical self: ×òî, â ñóùíîñòè, è åñòü
àâòîïîðòðåò. / Øàã â ñòîðîíó îò ñîáñòâåííîãî òåëà...
(This, in essence, is a self-portrait. / A step to one side,
of your own body, III:92). With Brodsky negative tropes
of substitution for the self have their origin in the theme
of death,21 a theme far from alien to Pushkin.
Full of joie-de-vivre, they both began, very early on,
to talk about old age and death; Pushkin began writing
about old age when he was sixteen: Óæå ÿ ñòàð(Already
I am old, To Baroness M.A. Delvig, 1815), Ïå÷àëüíî
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ñòàðîñòü óëåòèò, / Óñëûøó ñòàðîñòè óãðîçû (Forlornly
youth flies off, / I hear the thunderclaps of age, Elegy,
1816). And he wrote of death throughout his life: Îäèí
ñ òîñêîé ÿâëþñü ÿ, ãîñòü óãðþìûé, / ßâëþñü íà ÷àñ 
è îäèíîê óìðó (Alone with my anguish I will appear, a
gloomy guest / I will appear for an hour  and alone will
I die, To Prince A.M. Gorchakov, 1817);È ñìåðòè ìûñëü
ìèëà äóøå ìîåé (And the thought of death is sweet to
my soul, Battle is familiar to me, 1820);Óìîëêíó ñêîðî
ÿ! (I will soon fall silent! 1821)Ãðÿäóùåé ñìåðòè
ãîäîâùèíó / Ìåæ èõ ñòàðàÿñü óãàäàòü (The coming
date of my death / amongst them trying to guess, Should
I wonder..., 1829). Brodsky began to burble about old age
and death while still in his poetic cradle and never abandoned the theme: Íè÷åãî îò ñìåðòè íå óáðàòü. / Îò÷åãî
òàê ñòðàøíî óìèðàòü? (One cannot save anything from
death. / Why is it so terrible to die? 1961, I:129);
“Ñòàðåíèå! Çäðàâñòâóé, ìîå ñòàðåíèå! / Êðîâè
ìåäëåííîå ñòðóåíèå” (Ageing! Hail, old age! The slow
flow of blood, 1972, II:290-91). Fear of death22 (Íî, íå
õî÷ó ÿ, äðóãè, óìèðàòü  [‘But, friends, I do not want to
die’, Elegy, 1830]; ÷óþ äûõàíèå ñìåðòíîé òåìåíè /
ôèáðàìè âñåìè è æìóñü ê ïîäñòèëêå [‘I sense the breath
of deathly darkness / with every fibre of my being and
press myself to the bedding’, Brodsky, II:290]), prompted
the belief that their poetry would outlive them. Thus arises
a theme common to both – of the memorial to oneself
(ïàìÿòíèê ñàìîìó ñåáå, Brodsky, I:424).23 In this sense
death is treated by them as the passage into immortality.
Brodsky consistently adheres to the poetic tradition,
that of Pushkin in particular, whereby the poet’s image is
codified in monumental form.24 If, in Pushkin’s case it
expresses his conception of the poet’s mission as agent
of God’s will, in Brodsky’s it tends more to symbolize the
poet’s triumph as the voice of language transcending
Time. The use of cultural masks is another feature common to Pushkin’s and Brodsky’s self-portraiture.25 Both
engage in a dialogue with world culture and they keep, in
part, the same distinguished company: Horace, Ovid,
Virgil and Dante. It is possible to regard these shades of
the great as dreams of an ideal poet. Comparing Brodsky
with Pushkin, Viktor Krivulin points out the ‘most radical similarity: ‘The fact is that both Brodsky and Pushkin,
recognizing themselves to be unique personalities, were
aware of the necessity of somehow hiding that uniqueness,
of wearing a mask.’26
Poem by poem this implicitly critical and ironic depiction forms a crucial part of their selves. Both of possessed many contradictory qualities: intellectual vigour
and passion, the fire of creative imagination combined
with the coolness of reason; a light touch with breathtaking profundity. Not infrequently, Brodsky has been reproached with making his lyrical poetry too philosophically speculative, too rationalistic. Pushkin, somewhere,
remarks that poetry demands thought and then more
thought. Brodsky meets that requirement in full measure:
every time he makes yet one more attempt to solve the
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evidently insoluble problems of existence and artistic creation – the essence of life and death, of love and faith, the
metaphysics of language and poetry, ‘turning up his philosophical mode of thought to full power... he provides fresh
answers’.27
Brodsky is an urban poet and, essentially, the poet of
that one city which he calls Peter and which is ever
present, in the background. Venice, Florence, London, all
of them, in his writing, take on that city’s traits
“ìåðçíóùåãî ó ìîðÿ” (freezing by the sea, III:17). In the
persona of the exile from that city we recognize traits of
Ovid, of Dante, of Pushkin and of Brodsky himself. Like
Dante and Pushkin, Brodsky was unable to free himself
from a lifelong obsession with the magic of his native city.
In the eyes of many Russian poets Petersburg was the
work of Pushkin as much as it was of Peter. All poets after
Pushkin were affected by the resonances of The Bronze
Horseman. Petersburg also provided both poets with a
sense of estrangement: ‘the people of Petersburg... felt that
they were indeed on the edge of the empire and in their
poetry, they found themselves looking at the empire as if
from the side. That is, it’s precisely this element of estrangement which is necessary for the writer’.28 Like
Dante, Brodsky tries to avoid mentioning the city by
name; he even borrowed from Dante the first line of the
poem “ß ðîäèëñÿ è âûðîñ â áàëòèéñêèõ áîëîòàõ...” (I
was born and grew up in the Baltic marshland, II:403).
Compare with the Russian version of Dante’s line: “ß
ðîäèëñÿ è âîçðîñ / â âåëèêîì ãîðîäå” (I was born and
grew up ... in the great city, Inferno, XXIII:94-95).
Pushkin, talking about the dreadful events of his life
and of life in Russia, wrote: ‘Shall we look at the tragedy
through the eyes of Shakespeare’ (XIII:259). Brodsky
extended that already distanced point-of-view immeasurably: ‘From the point of view of time’ (III:61). They don’t
just see themselves from a detached point-of-view, they
see themselves through different sets of eyes. The multiple point-of-view inevitably engenders a multiplicity of
self-descriptions. This principle is actualized not just
through a system of self-derogations, but also through the
use of the objective word-image – ‘man’. The homeless,
nameless ‘man in a raincoat (II:318) who appears in ‘Lagoon’ (1973) trails a whole host of lexical doubles:
“×åëîâåê ðàçìûøëÿåò î ñîáñòâåííîé æèçíè, êàê íî÷ü
î ëàìïå” (a man muses on his life, like the night on a
lamp, II:362). In Pushkin, man (÷åëîâåê) is almost invariably rhymed with time (âåê) which is another way of
viewing a man from the point of view of time: “Íå ñëàâü
åãî. Â íàø ãíóñíûé âåê / Ñåäîé Íåïòóí çåìëè ñîþçíèê
/ Íà âñåõ ñòèõèÿõ ÷åëîâåê - / Òèðàí, ïðåäàòåëü èëè
óçíèê.” (Do not praise him. In our vile age / Grey Neptune is the earth’s ally./ In all the elements man / Is a tyrant, traitor or prisoner, To Viazemsky, 1826). To which
Brodsky doesn’t fail to respond: “Êàê ñêàçàíî ó ïîýòà,
«íà âñåõ ñòèõèÿõ...». / Äàëåêî æå âèäåë, ñèäÿ â ñâîèõ
áîëîòàõ! / Îò ñåáÿ äîáàâëþ: íà âñåõ øèðîòàõ” (As the
poet said, “in all elements...” / Sitting in his bog, he saw
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quite far! / And I would add: in all latitudes’, To Evgenii,
1975; II:374). To appreciate the importance of this device
we must remember what Brodsky wrote about rhyme:
‘Three things about rhyme. First of all, the aspiration of
the poet is to make his utterance stick. Rhyme is, apart
from everything else, a terrific mnemonic device, it imparts an air of inevitability to your utterance. The most
interesting thing is that the rhyme simply uncovers the
dependencies within the language. It brings together those
things heretofore unconnected’.29
Brodsky used this Pushkin rhyme in many of his
youthful poems: “îí ñãîðåë ìåæäó ïîëþñàìè âåêà: /
ìåæäó íåíàâèñòüþ ÷åëîâåêà / è íåâåæåñòâîì
÷åëîâåêà” (he burnt up between the poles of age: / between man’s hatred / and man’s ignorance, 1959, I:33);
“Çà âåêîì âåê, çà âåêîì âåê / ëîæèòñÿ â çåìëþ ëþáîé
÷åëîâåê” (Age after age, age after age / every man lies
down in the earth, 1961, I:99); see also I:96, 98, 104, 121,
128, 148). Lozinsky also uses the same rhyme throughout his translation of the Divine Comedy : âîâåê/÷åëîâåê/
amech (Inferno, XXXI:62, 64, 66), íàâåêè/ â ×åëîâåêå
/ Äæóäåêêè (Inferno; XXXIV:113, 115, 117); Purgatorio:
I:128, 132; V:14, 16; XIV:28, 80; XXVIII:140, 142;
Paradiso: XIX:70, 72. I would argue that Brodsky learnt
how to rhyme even more from Dante than from Rein.30 If
from the latter he learnt not to rhyme the same grammatical categories, like adjectives or verbs, from the former
he learnt something more important, how to create a
rhyme which constitutes a metaphor. We can find many
examples of such rhymes in the original and in the Russian translation of the Divine Comedy; from the Inferno amore/ authore/ onore (I: 83, 85, 87); bella/stella/favella
(II: 53, 55, 57); poeta/pieta/replete (XVIII: 20/22/24);
from the Pugatorio - etterna/ lucerna/ inferna, I:41, 43,
45); Dio/ rio/ mio (VII: 5, 7, 9); spera/sera/era (XV: 2, 4,
6); from the Inferno - amore/dolore/dottore (V:119/121/
123); gola/sola/parola (VI: 53, 55, 57). Lozynsky rhymes
in the Inferno: ïîýò/ñâåò/ëåò (X:128, 130, 132); óñòàìè/
ñòèõàìè/ãîäàìè (XVI: 125, 127, 129): ÷åëîâåê/îòñåê/
íàâåê (XXVII: 80, 82, 84).
All three poets cultivated the theme of ‘the little man’,
which is in keeping with the Christian spirit of their poetry:
Î, ëþäè! Æàëêèé ðîä, äîñòîéíûé ñëåç è ñìåõà!
Æðåöû ìèíóòíîãî, ïîêëîííèêè óñïåõà!
Êàê ÷àñòî ìèìî âàñ ïðîõîäèò ÷åëîâåê,
Íàä êåì ðóãàåòñÿ ñëåïîé è áóéíûé âåê.
(O people! Pitiful race, worthy of tears and laughter! / Priests
of the momentary, admirers of success! / How often does a man
pass you, / Cursed by the blind and turbulent age, Pushkin,
Commander, 1935).

Dante has also reproached his contemporaries for
similar sins: ‘Pride, envy and avarice are the three sparks
that have set these hearts on fire’ (Inferno, VI:75-76) and
he repeats ‘a people avaricious, envious and proud’
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(XV:68). His own attitude to man is formulated in the final line of his Commedia ‘were revolved by the love that
moves the sun and other stars’ (‘l’amor che move il sole
e l’altre stele, XXXIII:146).
One could, using different parameters, continue to
compare their poetics which would include Dante as well.
The political life in both countries was, to a large extent,
bound up with their personal lives. All three responded
to the political pressures of the day. Without any love of
politics, shunning it even, Brodsky, like Pushkin remained
alert to political problems in Russia: see his poems A
Letter to General Z. (1968), his reaction to the invasion
of Czechoslovakia; or Lines on the Winter Campaign of
1980 about the war in Afghanistan, the Berlin Wall (1980),
the tension in Poland (1980) and elsewhere. It is typical
of Brodsky to treat politics in terms of the age of Pushkin,
even of antiquity: the key words are Empire, Caesar, tyrant, slave and Brodsky includes himself in that set with
bitter irony:
Îãðûçîê öåçàðÿ, àòëåòà,
Ïåâöà òåì ïà÷å
Åñòü âàðèàíò àâòîïîðòðåòà.
Ñêàæó èíà÷å:
Óñòàëûé ðàá - èç òîé ïîðîäû,
×òî çðèì âñå ÷àùå, Ïîä çàíàâåñ ãëîòíóë ñâîáîäû.
(A leftover of Caesar, of an athlete, / furthermore, of a singer
/ is a version of a self-portrait. / To put it differently: // a weary
slave – of that breed / that’s seen more often - / tasted freedom
before the curtain descended. III:27).

As can be see even in that quotation there are two
echoes of Pushkin: “îãðûçîê öåçàðÿ” (a leftover of Caesar) calls to mind “ðîäîâ óíèæåííûé îáëîìîê” (a humble fragment of [aristocratic] stock, II:875) and “óñòàëûé
ðàá” (a weary slave) – “Äàâíî, óñòàëûé ðàá, çàìûñëèë
ÿ ïîáåã” (It is time, my friend, it is time, 1834).
Discussing Brodsky’s cultural endeavours in a
Pushkinian context, one cannot ignore his exploration of
other cultures. Milosz, having in mind Brodsky’s poems
about Mexico, about Washington and his Italian cycle,
says ‘Brodsky really has been a go-getter, conquering
America and the West in general; he is something of a
cultural explorer [...] The whole twentieth-century civilisation lives in the imagery of his poetry’. 31 Dante, of
course, absorbed the entire Greek and Latin culture, literature, philosophy, history, art. Akhmatova was for
Brodsky what Brunetto Latini was for Dante. Their influence on the poets shows mainly in the expansion of cultural horizons, not in poetics. Dante developed his visual
imagination by wandering through the great churches of
Florence. Brodsky was a frequent visitor of Leningrad’s
Hermitage. All three poets, like sponges, absorbed everything they felt they needed from other cultures.32
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It would be relevant to compare the extent of their
expansion at the level of language, with their introduction
of new linguistic strata into poetry to give a fresh vitality
to language. Dante’s De Valgari Eloquentia (1304) is a
prose study of poetry, of poetic language and of language
in general. Brodsky never attempted anything of this sort
but his preoccupation with the nature of language and its
function in history is attested to. For Brodsky language
is the building material out of which the world is formed;
he saw it as an absolute and turned it into a kind of ideal
model of the world’s existence. The perfecting of the language, a harmonious relationship with it is the true task
of the poet, on condition that he lives within its orbit not
just on its surface. Brodsky felt part of it; its vowels, consonants, punctuation marks. It is interesting to notice that
in Lozinsky’s version of Dante ‘word’ is very often in a
rhyme position, forming a metaphor, with all such words
as ‘heart’ (â ñåðäöàõ/ ñëîâàõ/ ðå÷àõ, Inferno, VI:74, 76,
78;), Deity (ñëîâà/ Áîæåñòâà/ åäâà, Inferno: XI:98, 100,
102), substance (ñóùåñòâà/ ñëîâà/ åñòåñòâà, Purgatorio
, III:32, 34, 36), with alive (ñóðîâî/ æèâîãî/ ñëîâî,
Inferno, XXVII:83, 85, 85 and Purgatorio, XI:53, 55, 57
& XXIV:5, 7, 9), singer (ïåâöîâ/ ñëîâ/ ïëîäîâ,
Purgatorio, XXII:128, 130, 132). If we also recall how
often Dante uses such word as ‘verse’, ‘speech’, ‘word’,
‘voice’, we must allow the possibility that Brodsky learnt
something very important to him from the great Italian as
far as his attitude to language is concerned. Brodsky uses
the lexis word 215 times and 78 times in the rhyme
position coupled with head (ãîëîâà/ ñëîâà, I:97, 109),
dream (ñëîâ/ ñíîâ, I:103), love (ñëîâ/ ëþáîâü, I:235),
blood (â ñëîâå/ êðîâè, I:107), rights (ñëîâà/ ïðàâà,
I:108, 109).33 Considering that we can also find in the
same long poem Procession, written in 1961, such key
words of Dantes vocabulary as hell (àä/ âèíîâàò, I:115)
which rhymes with guilty; darkness (òüìà, I:97, âî
ìãëå, 101, 108, ìãëà, 120, âî ìðàê, 123, òåìíî, 129,
òåìíîòå, 137, âî ìðàêå, 140); body (òåëà, I:98) and
shade or shadow (òåíü, I:120), speech (ðå÷ü, I:121),
love (ëþáîâü, I:95), good (äîáðî, I:97) and evil
(çëî, I:97, 104), soul (äóøà, I:102, 108, 122, 134),
poet (Ïîýò, I: 96), verse (ñòèõ, I:128, 135), word
(ñëîâî, I:107),life (æèçíü, I:134, 139), light (ñâåò,
I:109, 136), birds (ïòèöà, I:100, 107, 136), God (I:100,
147, 148), heaven (I:101), as well as several paraphrases
of Dante: “Îí ââîäèò âàñ â êàêîé-òî ñòðàííûé ìèð /
ñêâîçü êîìíàòû äðåìó÷èå, êàê ëåñ” (He leads you into
some strange world / through rooms dense as a forest,
I:108); “Êàêîé-òî òåìíûé ëåñ” (some dark wood,
I:117),34 we might safely assume that Brodsky read Dante
the same year and not in 1962 as he recalled later. Here
Brodsky almost summarises Dante’s treatment of love:
Äà, ìíîãîå äàëà òåáå ëþáîâü,
Òåïåðü âî âåêè íå ïîëó÷èøü âíîâü
Òàêîé æå ñâåò, õîòü äî ñìåðòè èùè
Äðóãóþ æèçíü, êàê íîâûé õëåá äóøè.
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(Yes, love gave you much, / Now you’ll not receive for all
time / Such a light, even if you search to the end of your days /
Another life, like new bread of the soul, I:109)

The supreme power of love is one of the major, common themes for Dante, Pushkin and Brodsky. Like Dante,
Pushkin has exalted Anna Kern in an unprecedented way:
ß ïîìíþ ÷óäíîå ìãíîâåíüå:
Ïåðåäî ìíîé ÿâèëàñü òû,
Êàê ìèìîëåòíîå âèäåíüå,
Êàê ãåíèé ÷èñòîé êðàñîòû.
(I recall the wondrous moment: / You appeared before me,
/ Like a fugitive apparition, / Like the genius of pure beauty.)

The poem was written in 1825, after a year of exile to
Odessa, where Pushkin learnt Italian and read the Divine
Comedy in the original.35 Brodsky has his own Beatrice,
addressing her or dedicating to her all the poems collected
in the book New Stanzas to Augusta; more followed, some
remind us of Dante’s treatment of Beatrice:
ß áûë ïðîñòî ñëåï.
Òû, âîçíèêàÿ, ïðÿ÷àñü,
Äàðîâàëà ìíå çðÿ÷åñòü.
Òàê îñòàâëÿþò ñëåä.
(I was simply blind. / You , appearing and hiding, / gave me
my sight. / Thus traces are left (III:42). As with Dante, love is
identified now with death (amore / una morte), now with the
deity.

In Naiman’s opinion, Pushkin and Brodsky ‘possess
this epigrammatic ease with which they react to events as
they happen. This lightness of touch is loaded with meaning’.36 Brodsky’s wit and talent shine particularly brightly
in his occasional pieces. Gordin recounts how they collaborated on a humorouse epistle to Kushner on the occasion of his birthday (1969): Gordin improvised the subject matter and Brodsky turned it, at a moment’s notice,
into poetry:
Íè÷åì, Ïåâåö, òâîé þáèëåé
Ìû íå îòìåòèì, êðîìå ëåñòè
Ðèôìîâàííîé, ïîñêîëüêó âìåñòå
Äàâíî íå âèäèì äâóõ ðóáëåé.
[...]
Ìû ïðåäïî÷ëè áû ïîäíåñòè
Ïåðî Ìîíòåëÿ, ñêàëüïåëü Âîâñè,
Ñêàëüï Âîçíåñåíñêîãî, à âîâñå
Íå îäó, Ãîñïîäè ïðîñòè.
[...]
à òû  òû äóìàåøü ñåé÷àñ:
ñïóñòèòü áû ñ ëåñòíèöû èõ âñåõ,
çàäåðíóòü øòîðû, ñíÿòü ðóáàøêó,
äîñòàòü ïåðî è ïðîìîêàøêó,
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ðàñïîëîæèòüñÿ áåç ïîìåõ
è òàê íà÷àòü áåç ñóåòû,
íå äîæèäàÿñü âäîõíîâåíüÿ:
“ß ïîìíþ ÷óäíîå ìãíîâåíüå,
Ïåðåäî ìíîé ÿâèëàñü òû”.37
(Singer, we can celebrate / your birthday only / by rhymed
flattery, / because neither of us has seen / a rouble and a rouble
together for a long time...// We would prefer to bring to you /
Montaigne’s pen, Vovsi’s scalpel, / Voznesensky’s scalp, but
certainly / no ode, God forgive us...// But you are now thinking: // I’d rather kick them all downstairs, / draw the curtains,
take off my shirt, / get out my pen and blotting paper, / settle
myself without hindrance / and start without fuss / not waiting
for inspiration, as follows: / ‘I remember the miraculous moment / when you appeared before me).

Straightforward references to Pushkin or imitations of
his work are to be found in many of Brodsky’s humorous
poems, for example to Arion, in A Sonnet on the Occasion of Lena Valikhan’s and Alik Dobrovol’skii’s Marriage
(1960): “Óæå ñåé÷àñ, áëèçêè è äàëåêè, / Âû ïüåòå ìèð
èç ñîáñòâåííîé ðåêè. / À ÿ âñå ãèìíû ïðåæíèå ïîþ, /
Ñâîþ îäåæäó âåòõóþ ñóøó...” (Already now, close and
far / You drink the world from your own river. / But I sing
the same old hymns, / Dry my worn out clothes...). In this
analogy to Pushkin’s ‘Album Verses’, the ‘merry
Brodsky’, as Iakov Gordin called him, appears in all his
charm.38
Brodsky often includes lines from Pushkin and events
in his life in his own poetry as, for example, in On the
Death of a Friend: “ñî÷èíèòåëþ ëó÷øèõ èç îä / íà
ïàäåíüå À.Ñ. â êðóæåâà è ê íîãàì Ãîí÷àðîâîé” (to the
writer of one of the best odes / on A.S.’s falling into the
lace and at the feet of Goncharova, 1973, II:332); as well
as Pushkin himself: “Âõîäèò Ïóøêèí â ëåòíåì øëåìå,
/ â òîíêèõ ïàëüöàõ  ïàïèðîñà” (Pushkin enters in a
pilot’s helmet, / between his slender fingers is a cigarette,
‘A Performance’, 1986, III:114). And without a trace of
irony the unnamed Pushkin symbolizes an unfree Russia:
È îòëèò áûë
Èç èõ îòõîäîâ òîò, êòî íå óïëûë,
Òîò, ÷åé äàâÿñü, ïðîãîâîðèë
«Ïðîùàé ñâîáîäíàÿ ñòèõèÿ» ðîò,
÷òîá ðàñòâîðèòüñÿ íàâñåãäà â òþðüìå øèðîò,
ãäå íåò âîðîò.
(And he was cast / out of what is left [after the fetters have
been made] he who didn’t sail off, / he whose mouth choking,
uttered, / “Farewell free element”, / so as to dissolve forever in
the prison of latitudes / where there are no gates. At The Pushkin
Monument in Odessa, 1969-70, IV:9).
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phrases of Pushkin... The beginning of Sonnet 20 is pure
Aleksandr Sergeevich in sound’39: “Ïåðîì ïðîñòûì  íå
ïðàâäà, ÷òî ìÿòåæíûì! - / ÿ ïåë ïðî âñòðå÷ó â íåêîåì
ñàäó...” (With a simple pen, it is not true that it’s rebellious, / I sung about our meeting in some park, II:345).
The borrowing and quotations from Pushkin, as Tomas
Venclova remarks in another context, are sometimes ‘parodic and shocking’.40 It is sufficient to recall how Brodsky
parodies the theme of love in Pushkin: “ß âàñ ëþáèë.
Ëþáîâü åùå (âîçìîæíî, / ÷òî ïðîñòî áîëü) ñâåðëèò
ìîè ìîçãè. / [...] ß âàñ ëþáèë òàê ñèëüíî, áåçíàäåæíî,
/ êàê äàé âàì Áîã äðóãèìè  íî íå äàñò! (I loved you.
My love (or maybe / it’s just a pain) is gnawing my brain...
// I loved you so strongly, so hopelessly / as God grant
[you may be] by others – but He won’t! II:339); or from
the ‘Prophet’: “óæå íè â êîì / íå âèäÿ ìåñòà, êîåãî
ãëàãîëîì / êîñíóòüñÿ ìîã áû” (no longer / seeing a spot
where I might touch anyone / with words, II:209), com.
to Pushkin: “Ìîèõ çåíèö êîñíóëñÿ îí”; “Íå ñòàíó æå÷ü
òåáÿ / ãëàãîëîì, èñïîâåäüþ, ïðîñüáîé, / ïðîêëÿòûìè
âîïðîñàìè  òîé îñïîé, / êîòîðîé ðå÷ü ñ ïåëåí /
çàðàæåíà” (I will not burn / you, with words, with a confession, with a supplication, / with the accursed questions
– that smallpox / with which speech, / almost from cradle, / is infected, II:209) – “Ãëàãîëîì æãè ñåðäöà ëþäåé”
(with the word burn the heart of people), etc.
Deliberate allusions to Pushkin’s “Íå äàé ìíå Áîã
ñîéòè ñ óìà, / Íåò, ëó÷øå ïîñîõ è ñóìà” (God, don’t
let me go mad, / No, better a staff and a bag, 1833) can
be seen at the beginning of Brodsky’s poem “Â ýòó çèìó
ñ óìà / ÿ îïÿòü íå ñîøåë, à çèìà / ãëÿäü è êîí÷èëàñü”
(This winter / again I didn’t go mad, and in a trace / winter was over, II:257). Paraphrase from Pushkin’s “Âíîâü
ÿ ïîñåòèë...” (Again I have visited, 1835) could be found
in “Îò îêðàèíû ê öåíòðó” (From the Margin to the Centre, I:217) or Pushkin’s “Çäðàâñòâóé, ïëåìÿ / Ìëàäîå,
íåçíàêîìîå!” (Greeting, tribe, / young, unknown!) is
placed in ironic context: “Çäðàâñòâóé, ìëàäîå è
íåçíàêîìîå / ïëåìÿ! Æóææàùåå, êàê íàñåêîìîå”
(Greeting, young and unknown tribe! / The buzzing, insect-like, II:290).
We are presented with a fairly complex network of
references to Pushkin’s texts. Brodsky’s ‘pushkinisms’ can
be serious, or light-hearted. Pushkin’s words “Ñòðàäàòü
åñòü ñìåðòíîãî óäåë” (To suffer is the normal lot for
mortals, Reminiscences in Tsarskoe Selo, 1814) find a
serious echo in Brodsky’s view of the world in which, he
opines, tragedy is the norm: “Ïîñêîëüêó áîëü  íå
íàðóøåíüå ïðàâèë: / ñòðàäàíüå åñòü / ñïîñîáíîñòü òåë
/ è ÷åëîâåê åñòü èñïûòàòåëü áîëè” (Inasmuch as pain
is not the breaking of the rules / suffering is / the capability of bodies, / and man is the endurer of pain, II:210).
On the other hand, Brodsky, not without a trace of mischief, exploits the tragic Pushkinian situation in the poem
At the Pushkin Monument in Odessa (IV:7-10):
...òàì ñòûë àïîñòîë ïåðåìåíû ìåñò
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ñïèíîé ê îò÷èçíå è ëèöîì ê òîìó,
â ÷üþ òàê è íå ñëó÷èëîñü áàõðîìó
øàãíóòü åìó.
[...]
È ÿ òàì áûë, è ÿ òàì â ñíåã áëåâàë.
(the apostle of changing places froze there / with his back
to the fatherland, and facing the fringes [of the sea] / where he
never happened to step...// And I was there, and there I threw
up in the snow, IV:8).

Just collecting these many references to our first poet
one comes to realize how much Brodsky draws from
Pushkin.41 Brodsky himself has admitted, ‘all of us, to
some degree and in one way or another, continue writing
Evgenii Onegin. We do so perhaps to free ourselves from
this music’.42
In conclusion, I will say that in his relationship to
Pushkin Brodsky remained true to himself: on the one
hand he followed in his steps, just as he, in general, followed the tradition; on the other hand, he made a decisive break with tradition and, in many ways, departed from
Pushkin’s path, but only so as to continue his work. He
could be describing his own work when he said of
Pushkin, ‘he is, to a certain degree, a sort of lens into
which the past goes and out of which the future
emerges’.43
Brodsky said in one of his interviews that he read
Dante in 1962 at the same time as he read the Bible.44 I
think his memory is slightly at fault here, insofar as we
can safely assume that he read Dante at least a year earlier, before he wrote his long poem Procession (Autumn
1961) which is thick with Dantean allusions. The many
voices and allegorical characters in this poem remind us
of the densely populated world of Dante. Here Brodsky
uses allegory and symbols: a liar, an honest man, a thief.
There are 16 other characters and their shadows, some are
also in Dante: a Poet, a King, lovers and the Devil. The
lovers resemble Paolo and Francesca who “â õîëîäíîé
ìãëå íàâåêè îáíÿëèñü” (embraced for ever in cold darkness, I:98). There are several direct references to Dante’s
text: “ÿ ïðàâäó ãîâîðþ, / íî äüÿâîëüñêè ïîõîæóþ íà
ëîæü” (I’m telling the truth / but it looks devilishly like a
lie, I:108). Compare to Dante’s lines in Lozinsky’s translation: “Ìû èñòèíó, ïîõîæóþ íà ëîæü, / Äîëæíû
õðàíèòü ñîìêíóòûìè óñòàìè” (A man should always
close his lips, as far as he can, to the truth that has the
face of a lie, Inferno, XVI:124); “Íåò ìíå èçãíàíüÿ íè
â ðàé, íè â àä” (There is no exile for me to heaven or
hell, I:115); “Êàêîé-òî òåìíûé ëåñ” (Some dark wood,
I:117); “ïîñåðåäèíå æèçíè” (in the midst of life, I:139).
Here some of Dante’s ideas have been assimilated: «æèâÿ
â äîáðå è çëå» (living in good and evil, I:124); man is
searching for something in heaven (“÷òî-òî èùåò â
íåáåñàõ”, I:101). He believes, there is no end to life and
death (“æèçíè è ñìåðòè íåò êîíöà”, I:116), and there is
something higher than man, besides fear of the Devil and
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God (“êðîìå ñòðàõà ïåðåä äüÿâîëîì è Áîãîì, /
ñóùåñòâóåò ÷òî-òî âûøå ÷åëîâåêà”, I:148). It is here,
in Procession, that Brodsky rhymes “÷åëîâåê” (man) with
“âåê (century, eternity) seven times. It is here that
Brodsky reintroduced the word äóøà (soul) into Russian poetry. We can assume that this key word also has
its precedent in Dante, or at least that Dante reinforced
its use in Brodsky’s poetry – altogether 204 times. Here
for the first time Brodsky used some of his favourite antinomies: ïëîòü è òåíü (flesh and shadow): “Íàì
íåëåãêî, âåäü ìû è ïëîòü è òåíü / îäíîâðåìåííî,
âìåñòå òåíü è ñâåò” (It’s not easy for us, since we are
flesh and shadow, at the same time, light and dark together, I:128). The image of shade or shadow appears in
the poem Zof’ia written in 1962,45 also emphasising the
opposition between darkness and light. Brodsky plays
graphically with the word ÀÄ (Hell) in the rhyme “êëÀÄ
/ õëÀÄ” (Treasure/Cold). And with particular intensity
appears the image of the soul, beginning and ending a
stanza: “Íè÷òî òâîåé äóøè íå ñîêðóøèò” (Nothing will
crush your soul) and “îò Ñòðàøíîãî Ñóäà äóøà ñïàñåò
(your soul will save you from the Last Judgement, I:179).
Jadwiga Szymak-Reiferova reminds us that Zofia is the
Polish version of the Greek name Sofia (i.e. Wisdom),
having acquired a few additional meanings – Sophia –
Anima Mundi, mystic soul of the world, Gnostic soul,
which is pre-human, who sacrificed himself”.46 These two
poems of 1961 and 1962 bear witness to Brodsky’s spiritual search, in which Dante, along with the Bible and
various thinkers (Russell, Shestov, Kierkergaard) played
a significant part.
Dante remains in Brodsky’s consciousness the next
year as well, when he wrote The Great Elegy to John
Donne (1963). For a description of the posthumous wandering of the poet’s soul he borrows from Dante the very
structure of the poem, the circular movement. Brodsky
himself doesn’t mention this directly, and explains the
notion of a circle differently: “The main reason for the
poem was the possibility of centrifugal movement [...]
First the room, then the neighbourhood, London, the
whole island, the sea, and the location in the world”.47
John Donne’s soul, unlike Virgil’s leads him not just to
the gates of Paradise, but into Paradise itself: «È Àä òû
çðåë - â ñåáå, à ïîñëå - â ÿâè. / Òû âèäåë òàê æå ÿâíî
ñâåòëûé Ðàé» (And you saw Hades in yourself and later
in reality. / You also saw a bright Paradise very clearly,
I:250). The centrifugal structure Brodsky varies 12 years
later in The Hawk’s Cry in Autum (1975), once more returning to the Dantean allegory of the poet’s image as a
bird “Ïîäîáüå ïòèö” (Like a bird, I:251), repeating almost literally the Russian version of Dante’s simile (Inferno, III:117; IV:96), and the bird itself “ñðîäíè çâåçäå”
(similar to a star, II:379). Significantly, that the Great
Elegy to John Donne with the image of a star, seems to
echo the famous end of the Divina Commedia:
Òîãî ãëÿäè, è âûãëÿíåò èç òó÷
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Çâåçäà, ÷òî ñòîëüêî ëåò òâîé ìèð õðàíèëà.
(Any time, from behind the clouds / the star will appear,
which protected your world for so many years, I:251).

All three parts of Dante’s Commedia end with this
image: “l’amor che move il sole e l’altre stele (Paradiso,
XXXIII:145). The image of a ‘star’ will become one of
the constant images in Brodsky’s poetry – altogether 157
times. It seems that since The Great Elegy to John Donne
Brodsky has been seeking to recreate the life of a soul. In
a poem written in 1994, a year before his death, Brodsky
talks of his own death: “Íî ñêîðî [...] / ÿ ñòàíó ïðîñòî
îäíîé çâåçäîé” (But soon [...] I shall be simply a star,
IV:26) with reference to Dante’s Paradiso: “âñÿêàÿ äóøà
âçîéäåò îïÿòü / ê ñâîåé çâåçäå” (‘Dice che l‘alma a la
sua stella riede’, IV:52). There are a few more borrowings from Dante, especially repeating the opposition of
the ‘soul’ and the ‘body’: “Íåëüçÿ òóäà ïðèéòè ìíå âî
ïëîòè” (I cannot come there in the flesh, I:250); compare
with Dante’s “çäåñü ÿ âî ïëîòè” (Here I am in the flesh,
Purgatorio, XXVI:56).
Apart from the long pieces mentioned above in the
60s, Brodsky also wrote A Petersburg Novel (1961), Isaac
and Abraham (1963) and Gorbunov and Gorchakov
(1968). We are puzzled at the young Brodsky’s tendency
to write long poems. Possibly this also attests to Dante’s
influence, since these works too contain some Dantean
allusions: “ß ÷óâñòâóþ, ÷òî øåñòâóþ âî ñíå ÿ /
ñòóïåíüêàìè, âåäóùèìè èç òüìû / òî â áåçäíó, òî â
ïðåäåëû ýìïèðåÿ” (I feel as though I’m striding through
a dream / upstairs to light, downstairs to the abyss, / up
to the threshold of Elysium, II:134). His debt to Dante
continues to accumulate and takes many forms and
shapes: from direct quotations such as “êàê æóðàâëèíûé
êëèê, êîãäà îí áåðåò / êóðñ íà Þã” (like the wedge
shaped formation of cranes, / heading South, II:438) from
the Inferno “Êàê æóðàâëèíûé êëèí áåðåò íà þã” (V:46)
to separate words. One of the clearest example of the latter is Brodsky’s famous poem ß âõîäèë âìåñòî äèêîãî
çâåðÿ â êëåòêó... (III:7, I, instead of a wild beast, entered
the cage..., 1980)48 with a dense cluster of lexical references to Dante’s Inferno, giving the theme of the poet in
exile a universal character: äèêèé (wild, III:25), çâåðü
(beast, I:43, 88; II:48, 119; VII:15; IX:72; XVII:1; 30,
114). In the Purgatorio Dante also compared himself to
a beast (III:126 & XXIV:135, in the Russian version).49
There are other examples of a common word store: ñ
âûñîòû ëåäíèêà (from the heights of a glacier, Inferno,
VIII:128), îçèðàë (view, Inferno, I:26; X:36; XV:19),
âîïëè (cries of frenzy, Inferno, I:115, III:61; VII:27;
XIV:27), õëåá èçãíàíüÿ (the bread of exile, Paradise,
XVII:58-59), âîé (wailing, Inferno, V:29; VI:19), ãîðå
(grief, Inferno, II:130; III:84; XVII:45), áëàãîäàðíîñòü
(gratitude): ×òî ÿ ïîäíåñü áëàãîäàðþ Òâîðöà, ‘I still
give praise and thanks to God for it’, VIII:60). The last
word expresses Brodsky’s credo: grateful acceptance of
all life’s trials:
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Íî ïîêà ìíå ðîò íå çàáèëè ãëèíîé,
Èç íåãî ðàçäàâàòüñÿ áóäåò ëèøü áëàãîäàðíîñòü.
(But whilst my mouth is not yet packed with clay, / it’ll
resound only with gratitude, III:7).

This concluding line becomes the centrepiece of a
fresco if we examine the fate of the word ‘gratitude’ and
other words related to it by root throughout his work. It
is to be found at the opening of the poem ‘Procession’:
«Ïîðà äàâíî çà âñå áëàãîäàðèòü, / çà âñå, ÷òî
íåâîçìîæíî ïîäàðèòü» (It has long been time to give
thanks for everything, / for everything that is impossible
to bestow, I:95) as well as in many other poems. Like
Dante, he is grateful to his beloved âñåì ñåðäöåì Âàñ
áëàãîäàðþ / - ñïàñåííûì Âàìè (I give thanks to you
with all my heart / saved by you, I:351); or: òåáÿ, òû
ñëûøèøü, êàæäàÿ ñòðîêà áëàãîäàðèò çà òî, ÷òî íå
ïîãèáëà (can you hear, every line / gives thanks to you
for the fact that you did not perish, I:353). Gratitude becomes an evocation: Ïóñòü îí çâó÷èò è â ñìåðòíûé
÷àñ, / êàê áëàãîäàðíîñòü óñò è ãëàç / òîìó, ÷òî
çàñòàâëÿåò íàñ / ïîðîþ âäàëü ñìîòðåòü (Let it [poetic
song] ring out even in the hour of death / as gratitude of
mouth and eye / to Him who forced us, at times, to look
into the far distance’, I:414). With the years, the feeling
of gratitude became part and parcel of the poet’s stoic
ethic:
Òàì íàâåðõó 
Óñëûøü îäíî: áëàãîäàðþ çà òî, ÷òî
Òû îòíÿë âñå, ÷åì íà ñâîåì âåêó
Âëàäåë ÿ. Èáî ñîçäàííîå ïðî÷íî,
Ïðîäóêò òðóäà
Åñòü ïèùà âîðà è ïðîîáðàç Ðàÿ,
Âåðíåé  äîáû÷à âðåìåíè...
(There, up above, / you listen, one thing: I thank you because / you took everything that I, in my time,/ possessed. For
what is solidly created / is thief’s food and the prototype of
Paradise - / more exactly – the spoils of time... II:212).

In this poem A Conversation with a Celestial Being
(1970) there are several references to Dante: “èäåøü íà
âåùè ïî âòîðîìó êðóãó” (you encounter things in the
Second Circle, II:211), “ÿ íûíå ãëóõ” (I now deaf,
II:211). The last one is an echo of a line from the
Pugatorio: “È ãëóõ è íåì ... ß äîëãî øåë” (And deaf
and dumbfound then I moved, XXVI:100-101) which
Brodsky has already used in a poem of 1963 (I:257) and
will repeat again later in Nazidanie (1987): “Áóäü ãëóõ è
íåì” (Be deaf and dumb, III:131). The third stanza of
Twenty Sonnets to Mary Queen of Scotts (1974) begins
with a quotation from Dante: “Çåìíîé ñâîé ïóòü ïðîéäÿ
äî ñåðåäèíû” (In the middle of the journey of my earthly
path, II:338).
The fate of man confronting time and eternity is also
a main concern in the Divine Comedy: ß âèæó âðåìÿ
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(A time I see, Purgatory, XX:70); âðåìÿ çäåñü
âñåâëàñòíî (for time is precious here / In this domain,
Purgatory, XXIV:91-92). Poetry, love and faith are man’s
principal weapon against time. Poetry and the image of
the poet is another theme common to Brodsky and Dante.
Dante resurrected many dead poets, great and small,
knowing that posterity would remember their names because they were alluded to in his masterpiece. Brodsky
has his own “dead poets society” which includes many
members of Dante’s company. Their great shadows are not
just a convenient source of quotations for Brodsky, but an
inspiration, helping Brodsky to digest and develop certain
images and ideas; they showed him the way. Hence his
lesson to the young poets: ‘I think no one has the right to
write in the English language without reading Ovid’s
Metamorphoses. The same goes for Homer and for Dante
[...] In general, one should have his left hand on Homer,
the Bible, Dante, and the Loeb Series, before grabbing the
pen with the right’.50 Like Dante, he navigated freely
among different cultures divided by centuries.
In one of his interviews, Brodsky lamented the fact that
he hadn’t written his Divine Comedy. It is too late now,
he said. The material I have collected show that actually
he continued writing his Divine Comedy in one way or
another all his life. In Watermark Brodsky sees America
as a kind of Purgatorio and Italy as a version of Paradise.51
We can only guess which country is most suitably regarded as Hell. Fragments of many of Dante’s themes can
be found in Brodsky’s poetry. We might safely assume
even that Dante supplied Brodsky with all the basic philosophical categories for his Universe: man – time, faith –
love, creativity (art, poetry) – language. And of course,
the motif of a journey is also present in Brodsky. Each of
these themes forms a centre for a separate fresco. Light
and darkness fuse with and modulate one another. In fact,
Brodsky’s frescos are painted almost exclusively in black
and white with a stroke of bright colour. The allusions
unmistakably lead us to Dante.
One common theme is belief in the power and spiritual authority of the poetic word, because both poets are
faithful servants of language. Brodsky identified himself
with the word, with the letters of the alphabet, with punctuation marks even: “ÿ, áîðìî÷óùèé êîìîê / ñëîâ (I, a
mumbling heap / of words, II:295); “ÿ / â ãëàçàõ òâîèõ 
êèðèëëèöà, íàçâàíüÿ...” (I, / in your eyes am the Cyrillic,
names, III:148). Such metaphorical substitutions of grammatical categories for the self are not found in Pushkin
or Dante. However, in the Russian version of Dante the
word ‘poet’ rhymes with ‘’light’ and ‘years’: ïîýò / ñâåò
/ ëåò (Inferno, X:128, 130, 132; Purgatorio, V:44, 46),
with ‘answer’ (Purgatorio, XV:23, 25, 27 & 38, 40, 42;
XXV:32, 34, 36), with ‘advice’ (Purgatorio, XXI:14, 16,
18). We also find many similar significant rhymes in the
original: poeta / pieta / replete (Inferno, XVIII:20, 22, 24),
bella / stella / favella (Inferno, II:55, 57, 59); stelle / favelle
/ elle (Inferno, III:23, 25, 27); gola / sola / parola (Inferno,
VI:53, 55, 57) or sole / parole / vole (Paradiso, XI:50, 52,
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54). Dante also used the word ‘rhyme’ in the rhyme position: cima / prima / rima (Inferno, XIII:44, 46, 48). He
associates language with life and work (campare / andare
/ parlare, II:68, 70, 72). Some of this surfaces in Brodsky’s
poetry.
These frescos, as I have called them, or fragments are
linked by ‘the movement of his soul’ (“äâèæåíèå åãî
äóøè”) as well as ‘the grandeur of inspiration’ (“âåëè÷èå
çàìûñëà”). In Brodsky’s view, one of the poet’s tasks is
to illuminate the meaning of all he has inherited. Persistent reading of Dante undoubtedly helped him in his investigations.52 There is evidence that at the end of his life
Brodsky read Dante in the original.53 All the allusions,
quotations, paraphrases from Dante as well as some of
Dante’s rhymes and other devices provide material for a
more comprehensive study than is offered here. Even the
title of one of Brodsky’s collections, To Urania, is influenced by Dante. When he was asked what this Muse,
patron of Astronomy, signified to him, he replied: ‘Quite
a lot. But if you want to know precisely what, look at
Canto XXIII, I think, of the Purgatory. It is all there.54
Dante is grateful to Brunetto Latini: ‘you taught me
how man makes himself immortal (‘come l’uoma
s’etterna’, Inferno, XV:85). That same lesson comes to
Brodsky via Dante. Hence, the recurrent image of a ‘star’
as a glance of God, derives from Dante’s Comedy:
Èçäàëåêà,
Èç ãëóáèíû Âñåëåííîé, ñ äðóãîãî åå êîíöà,
Çâåçäà ñìîòðåëà â ïåùåðó. È ýòî áûë âçãëÿä Îòöà.
(...from afar, / from the depth of the Universe, from its other
end, / a star looked into the cave. And this was the Father’s
glance. III:127).

The totality of vision, described by Dante in the Paradise “À çðåíüþ ìîùü çàñëóãàìè äàíà“ (Of this sight
merit is the measuring-rod, XXVIII:112), was vouchsafed
to Brodsky. Where with Dante all the ‘wheres’ and
‘whens’ have merged in God, with Brodsky they merged
in causes and effects, i.e. of the Almighty. The religious
mission of the poetic word and the poet himself might
have become the theme for one more fresco. If Dante
rhymes “Òâîðåö / âêîíåö / ïåâåö” (Creator / finally /
singer, Paradise, XXX:18, 22, 24, in the Russian version),
the young Brodsky identifies with Orpheus:
“âîçëþáëåííûé òâîé  íûíåøíûé Îðôåé” (Your beloved is a contemporary Orpheus, I:179), and Orpheus is
identified with Christ “Òàê øåñòâîâàë Îðôåé è ïåë
Õðèñòîñ... Òàê øåñòâîâàë Õðèñòîñ è ïåë Îðôåé” (Thus
Orpheus walked and Christ sang [...] Thus Christ walked
and Orpheus sang, I:181). As is well known, in early
Christian times the figure of Orpheus in the frescos on the
stone walls of the catacombs symbolised Christ. Dante
also called Christ a singer: “Òàì íà êîðìå ñòîÿë ïåâåö
íåáåñíûé» (Da poppa stava il celestial nocchiero,
Purgatoria, II:43). In the Russian version Lozinsky
rhymes ïîýòà/ ñâåòà (Inferno, IV: 79, 81).
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‘Of course, it would be far more pleasing to write
another Divina Commedia, said Brodsky, [...] but that’s
not within my power. But I somehow have the conviction,
not the conviction, but somehow... I have the conviction
that what I’m doing, in the final analysis, is to the glory
of God. I don’t think that it could be regarded by Him (as
far as I can fashion Him). I don’t think that it is against
Him. No matter what drastic statements I can make here
and there, even those should be to His liking in one way
or another’.55 These words almost repeat what Virgil said
to Dante: “Òî, âèäÿ ïóòü òâîé, íåáåñàì óãîäíûé» (If
thou follow thy star thou canst not fail of glorious haven,
Inferno, XV:55-56). ‘It is quite simple, continues Brodsky,
that is how you fashion the Supreme Being or Supreme
Entity, according to you doctrine or your own ability [...]
I think what we are doing in poetry is simply trying to
elucidate the Bible. That is what it’s all about. In the final analysis, that’s what it is’.56
Surely, this is the source of Brodsky’s direct identification with Dante: “È íîâûé Äàíò ñêëîíÿåòñÿ ê ëèñòó
/ è íà ïóñòîå ìåñòî ñòàâèò ñëîâî” (And a new Dante
bends over the page / and puts a word in the empty space,
II:309). One must remember that Pushkin too draped himself in Dante’s mantle, writing on his self-portrait: ‘il
gran’padre A.P.’ having in mind a well known verse by
Alfieri. Each of them in his own way paid his debts to the
great Florentine. As Virgil was “ðîäíèê áåçäîííûé” (‘e
quella fonte’, I:79) for Dante, so Dante himself became a
similar source for many poets, ‘...the poetry of Dante is
the one universal school of style for writing of poetry in
any language, wrote T.S. Eliot [...] there is no poet in any
tongue – not even in Latin or Greek – who stands as a
model for all poets’.57
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All references to Brodsky’s poetry in this article are to
Sochineniia Iosifa Brodskogo, Pushkinskii Fond, St Petersburg,
1992-1999. This quotation is from vol. II, p. 309: ‘And a new Dante
bends over the page / and puts a word on the empty space’, translated by Daniel Weissbort. The Pushkin quotations are to be found
in the 17 volumes of ‘Complete Works’, published by the Academy
of Sciences, Polnoe sobranie sochinenii v 17-ti tomakh, Akademiia
nauk SSSR, Moscow, 1937-59. Unless otherwise noted, all translations from Pushkin and Brodsky’s originals will be my own. I am
grateful to Daniel Weissbort and Chris Jones for helping me with
the English literal translations.
2
T.S. Eliot, To Criticize the Critic, London, 1965, p. 125.
3
See articles by D.S. (V.A. Saitanov) ‘Pushkin and Brodsky’ in
L. Loseff’s, ed. Poetika Brodskogo, Hermitage, Tenefly, New Jersey, 1989, pp. 207-18; A. Kalomirov (Viktor Krivulin), ‘Iosif
Brodsky (mesto), ibid., pp. 219-29; A. Zholkovskii, ‘”Ia vas liubil...”
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Brodskogo’, Materialy III i IV Pushkinskogo kollokviua v
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universitets. Seriia 9. Filologiia. 1999, no. 4, pp. 12-17; E. Semenova,
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pp. 131-38.
4
Joseph Brodsky interviewed by Annie Epelboin, July 1981, in
V. Polukhina, ed. Bol’shaia kniga interv’iu, Zakharov, Moscow,
2001, p. 149. In one of his interviews Brodsky said that he began
reading Pushkin when he was five years old and that in his childhood he knew Evgenii Onegin by heart. Ibid., p. 50.
5
N.N. (Anatolii Naiman), ‘Zametki dlia pamiati’, Ostanovka v
pustyne, Chekhov Press, New York, 1970, pp. 7-15.
6
See my interviews with these poets in Brodsky Through the
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glazami sovremennikov, Zvezda, SPb., 1997, pp. 31-74, 87-100, 16986.
7
Introduction in Trudy i dni, op. cit., p. 14.
8
Bol’shaia kniga interv’iu, op. cit., pp. 116 & 678.
9
According to Natal’ya Strezhevskaya, in the 150 years since
Pushkin’s death there has been no other poet in Russian literature
so close to Pushkin in the nature of his talent. See her Pis’mena
perspektivy, M., 1997, p. 8.
10
The Italian quotations are taken from Divina Commedia
Biblioteca Economica Newton, Roma, 2002.
11
All English quotations from Purgatory and Paradise are taken
from Peter Dale’s translation, Anvel Press, L., 1996.
12
Mandelstam, ‘Conversation about Dante’, The Complete Critical Prose and letters, Ann Arbor, 1979, p. 406.
13
All English translations from Inferno are taken from John D.
Sinclair’s translation, NY, 1969.
14
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15
Mikhail Kheifits, “Iosif Brodskii do Rozhdestvenskogo
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17
All Russian quotations are taken from M. Lozinsky’s
ttanslation of Dante’s Divina Commedia, 3 vols, Vita Nova, S-Ptb.,
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18
Quoted from Yu.M. Lotman, A.S. Pushkin, Iskusstvo-SPb, St
Petersbugr, 1997, p. 36.
19
Bol’shaia kniga interv’iu, op. cit., p. 66.
20
Inscription on the copy of In the Vicinity of Atlantis, given to
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See other functions of negative pronouns in Brodsky’s poetry
in I.Kovaleva, ‘Odissei i Nikto’, Staroe literaturnoe obozrenie, 2001,
2, pp. 75-80.
22
Mikhail Lotman writes about the interdependence of the theme
of death and language in Brodsky in his article ‘Poet I smert’ (iz
zametok o poetike Brodskogo)’, Lea Pild and Galina Ponomareva,
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