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ABSTRACT. This paper examines Whitman’s reception in Russia at the beginning of the 207 century and in the first two
decades of the USSR. The subject has in itself been much covered by critics, but the angle here is quite specific. The aim is to nnderstand
how Whitman's reception was part of emerging conceptions of World literature, first as a dense network where texts circnlated, then as
constituting an international revolutionary canon. Whitman'’s reception was shaped by these diverging conceptions, but it also played a
role in establishing them: the paper focuses on these dialectics. Whitman'’s reception in Russia and in the USSR is therefore considered
in a broader context: the paper examines how this reception echoed that of other Enropean countries, and how, in return, it shaped

Whitman’s reception as a communist poet in US Proletarian poetry and, after WW2, in Latin American poetry.
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RESUME. L’article étudic la réception russe de Whitman au début du XXe¢ siecle et dans les deux premiéres
décennies de 'Union soviétique. Si cette réception a déja fait 'objet d’un certain nombre de travaux, 'enjeu est ici
de comprendre quel réle les lectures de Whitman ont pu jouer dans les nouvelles conceptions de la littérature
mondiale qui émergent alors. 1l s’agit dans un premier temps de situer Whitman dans un dense réseau de circulation
des textes et des idées, puis dans la mise en place du canon de internationale littéraire. La réception de Whitman
témoigne de ces évolutions, mais elle les a également accompagnées et dans une certaine mesure cristallisées, dans
une dialectique que I’article cherche a restituer. La réception russe de Whitman dialogue donc avec d’autres lectures,
européennes et américaines : si elle constitue une caisse de résonnance des réceptions de I’Europe occidentale avant
la Révolution, elle faconne en retour la récupération de Whitman en poéte prolétarien aux FEitats-Unis dans les années

1930 puis en poéte communiste et anti-impérialiste en Amérique latine aprées la Seconde Guerre mondiale.
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The impact that Whitman had on European poetic and aesthetic debates at the
end of the 19% and the beginning of the 20t century was tremendous and has been
thoroughly described. His very rich reception in Russian and Soviet literature has
equally been the subject of several studies.! The aim of this paper is to cast a different
light on this reception from a comparatist angle, to show how connected it was with
the Western European and American receptions, and to understand what part it
played in redefining World Literature in the Soviet Union and beyond.? Leaves of
Grass began to be translated and commented in Russia roughly at the same time as
in Western Burope, in the first decade of the century, but the apex of the
Whitmaniana, as Korney Chukovsky called it (Chukovskii 1906),? was reached a little
bit later: it was really between 1918 and 1922—years of great turmoil for Russian
history—that Whitman’s work and fame were ubiquitous. This interval, however
short, is central to my argument, since I would like to show that Whitman’s reception
in Russia was at first a remarkable space of reverberation—and transformation—of
the Western Huropean reception. I will then undetline that Whitmaniana was
concomitant with the development of the idea of World Literature in the nascent
USSR: Whitman was to become central to the newly defined international canon.
Moreover, Whitman’s interpretation as a communist poet crossed the Atlantic and
contributed to establishing Whitman as a major reference for Proletarian writers,
more than a decade before he was put at the center of the American canon. The
Russian reception played a pivotal role in reshaping Whitman as a political poet and
in establishing him as a key figure in transatlantic poetic exchanges.

Before the Revolution: Whitman as a primitive

The European Whitmanians regarded themselves as a cosmopolitan circle: Léon
Bazalgette, the first French translator of the full edition of Leaves of Grass, dreamed
of building the United States of Europe after Whitman’s America. He was in close
contact with his British and German counterparts (especially the German translator
Johann Schlaf). All these names were familiar to Russian readers, who were well
aware of Whitman’s intense reception in Western Europe. Most editions of Russian
translations contain a large choice of other European commentaries on Whitman
(especially the 1919 edition). To study Whitman’s reception in Russia sheds light on

! See in particular Stepanchev 1995, Orlitskii 2018, Murray 2019.

2'This article draws material from the studies mentioned above, but also from my book Fortunes de Walt
Whitman. Enjenx: d’une réception transatlantique. Paris: Classiques Garnier, 2019. I considered Whitman’s
Russian reception in connection with World Literature conceptions in an article published in French
in the online review Sikne (“Walt Whitman en Russie: plonger dans I"océan’ de la littérature
mondiale”): http://www.revue-silene.com/f/index.php?sp=comm&comm_id=262 The present text
was translated, with a few revisions, from this essay. An extended and much more thorough version is
to published as a book (Comzrade Whitman. From Russian to Internationalist Icon. Boston: Academic Studies
Press, forthcoming).

3 Chukovsky uses the Latin alphabet for the word “Whitmaniana,” which might indicate a reference to
Swinburne, who coined the word “Whitmania” in 1887.
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the importance and the complexity of cultural circulation at that time. I would
therefore like to show that Whitman was widely read and interpreted via Western
philosophy and via European critics (especially the French and the British), even
though the specificities of Russian primitivism brought new overtones.

The taste for “primitivism” was a major phenomenon in philosophy and art in
the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, precisely at the time when Whitman
became an important debate topic in Europe. Primitivism was a response to the
sense of the decay of civilization felt on the Continent. It was associated with the
desire for a European “Renaissance,” sometimes with revolutionary aspirations.
However, what defined the primitive, what was considered as a possible rejuvenating
origin, differed from one part of Europe to another. Whitman as a primitive,
therefore, meant contradictory things, depending on the references and the analogies
that were operative for the cultures that received him: he was often related to the
Biblical world (especially in Spain), but also to India, Homeric Greece (especially in
Britain) or Germanic tribes. He was thus caught in a complex dialectics, which
combined estrangement with a form of proximity: the primitive had to be reached
far enough to appear as new, but it also had to be connected to the present times
somehow.

In Russia, as in Britain, Whitman was often seen as the reincarnation of an
Ancient Greek man. In ““The Nature of the Word,” Mandelstam used both Biblical
and Greek paradigms of the primitive when he referred to Whitman as a “new
Adam” who offered a model of primitive poetry worthy of that of Homer:

AMepHKa Ayd4Ile 9TOH, IOKa YTO yMOIocTHraeMoi, EBporsl. AMeprka, ncrpartus
CBOII (PHAOAOIMYCECKMI 3aIlac, CBE3CHHBIH m3 EBpormsr, kak OBl ormasesa u
IIPU3aAYMAAACH — U BAPYT 3aBEAA CBOIO COOCTBEHHYIO (PHAOAOTHIO, OTKYAA-TO
BBIKOITAAZ YHTM9HA, W OH, KAK HOBBI AAAM, CTAA AABATH MMEHA BEIAM, AAA
obpaserl IepBOOBITHOM, HOMEHKAATYPHOH IT033WH, ITOA CTaTh camomy lomepy.

(Mandelstam 1993, 224-225)

*

America has outdone this Europe that for the time being is still comprehensible.
America, having exhausted the philological supply it had carried over from Europe,
panicked, as it were, then took some thought, and suddenly started growing its own
personal philology, dug Whitman up from one place or other; and he, like a new
Adam, began to give names to things, provided a standard for a primitive,
nomenclatural, poetry, to match that of Homer himself. (Mandelstam 1975, 515)

But mostly, Whitman was associated with Dionysus—especially in the first texts
that his main translator, Korney Chukovsky, dedicated to him. One should
emphasize the impact of Nietzsche on Russian thought, and Whitman’s Dionysiac
power clearly had strong Nietzschean overtones. A long part of the essay
“Personality and Democracy” (Lishnost’ i demokratiia) explained that Nietzsche
himself never found the way to Dionysus and remained, with all his questions,
doubts, problems, very Socratic. The real guide was indeed Whitman, according to
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Chukovsky, who even made Zarathustra himself speak and recommend Whitman
as the ultimate model, the closest reincarnation of Dionysus, only more astute —
khitree (Chukovskii 1900).

Whitman was also referred to as a Barbarian: strictly speaking, the Barbarian is
the opposite of a Greek, but primitivism was less about historical accuracy than
about aggregating heterogeneous references that shared, or were thought to share,
some characteristics (a sense of origin or at least of beginnings, a sense of immediacy,
directness, be it constructive or destructive). Russian symbolism was very much
drawn towards a Barbarian imagery, centered on Asian rather than Germanic
tribes—one can think of Valery Bryusov’s poem “The future Huns” (“Griadushchie
gunny”) or Alexandr Blok’s long poem “The Scythians” (“S&77). In 1919, in the
preface to his translation, Chukovsky called Whitman a barbarian bard (“varvar bard,”
Uitmen 1919, 60), and a little later, he coined a Homeric epithet to refer to the
“barbarianly straightforward” Whitman (“varvarski-priamolineen,” Uitmen 1923, 58).

However, Whitman appeared as very tame in the first Russian collection
translated by Chukovsky in 1907 (a chapbook published in Saint Petersburg) and in
a more substantial one by the Symbolist poet Konstantin Balmont, in 1911: thythmic
regularity and rhyme gave an orderly aspect to the American Barbarian. Chukovsky
later commented on his first attempt and declared it really bad (Chukovskii 1969).
One of his great contributions to Whitman’s Russian reception and to the Russian
poetic debate was a translation in free verse some years later. Chukovsky grew up in
Odessa and was a self-taught man. He discovered Whitman while working on the
docks of the city, where a sailor sold him a copy of Leaves of Grass. Here is his account
of this life-changing discovery:

M BOT OAH@KABL, KOrAa s paboOTaa B IOPTy, MCHsS IIOMAHHA K ceOe€ IAABIIEM
HE3HAKOMBIH MaTPOC H, CYHYB MHE B PYKY TOACTCHHYIO KHUTY, IIOTPEOOBAA 32 HEE
gerBepTak. [Ipy 3TOM OH IYTAHBO O3HUPAACH, CAOBHO KHHTA ObIAA HEACTAABHASL
Marpocel HHOCTPAHHBIX CYAOB 9aCTO IIPOBO3HAM KOHTPAOAHAOM 3apyOCKHEIC
OPOIIIFOPHI M KHUTH.

Bedepom mocae paboThL s yIieA Ha BOAHOPE3 K MasKy M YBHACA, YTO 3TO KHITA
CTHXOB, HAIINCAHHAS HEKHM Y OATOM YHTMEHOM, O KOTOPOM sl HITYETO HE CABIXAA.
51 pasBepHYA, TAC IPHINAOCH U IPOYUTAA OC3YMHBIC CTHXH:

Mouwu 1ieru i GaAAACTBI CITAAAFOT C MEHSA, AOKTAMI fl YIIHPAFOChH

B MOPCKHE ITy<HHE,

S oOHIMAFO CHEPPHI, I AAAOHAMI IIOKPHIBAFO BCIO CYIIIY. ..

IToa Hmarapoii, 9To, maaas, ACKHUT, KAK ByaAb, Y MCHA HA AHIIC. ..
Bayxaan o crapemv xoamam Myaen 60k 0 GOK ¢ IIpeKpacHBIM

M HEKHBIM OOTOM,

ITpoaeras B MEPOBOII IIyCTOTE, IPOAETAA B HEOECAX MEKAY 3BE3A. ..
I rToCeraro CaABl IIAAHET M CMOTPIO, XOPOIIH AH ITAOABL.

S cMOTpPFO HAa KBUHTHABOHBI CO3PEBIINX M KBIHTHABOHBI HE3PEABIX.

[ToAOOHBIX CTHXOB s HHKOIAZ HE YHTaA. DBIAO fCHO, 9TO HX HAIIHCAA
BAOXHOBCHHBIH OE3yMeI1, KOTOPBII B TpaHCe, B OpeAy BOOOpa3nA ceOa aOCOAFOTHO
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CBODOAHBIM OT HAAFO3MI IIPOCTPAHCTBA M BPEMEHM, M AAACKAA APEBHOCTD
IIPEACTAAL TIPEA HHM PAAOM C CETOAHAIITHUM AHEM, 1 poaHad Huarapa sBraach B
COCEACTBE C MUAAFIOHAMHE COAHII, BPAIIIAFOIINXCA B MEHPOBOII ITyCTOTE.

Cruxy mOTPACAE MEHA, Kak DOABITIOE COOBITHE. XA0Cy MOMX TOTAAIIHIX YyBCTB
BIIOAHE COOTBETCTBOBAA XAOTHYECKUI CTPOH 3TOH HEOOBIKHOBEHHOI ITOIMEL
CAOBHO f B30OPAACA Ha BBEICOKYIO TOPY H FAfKY OTTYAA C TOAOBOKPYKHUTEABHOM
BBICOTHI Ha MypaBbuHyr0 xk13Hb AFoAci. (Chukovskii, 1969)

One day when I was working on the docks a foreign sailor beckoned to me and
thrust a thick book into my hands, demanding 25 kopeks for it. He glanced furtively
about as he did so, as if the book were a banned one. Sailors on foreign ships often
brought forbidden literature into T'sarist Russia.

That evening after work I took my book to the lighthouse at the end of the jetty. It
was a book of poetry written by a certain Walt Whitman, whose name I had never
heatd before.

I opened at random and read:

My ties and ballasts leave me, my elbows rest in sea-gaps,

I skirt sierras, my palms cover continents,

I am afoot with my vision . . .

Under Niagara, the cataract falling like a veil over my countenance . . .
Walking the old hills of Judea with the beautiful gentle God by my side,
Speeding through space, speeding through heaven and the stars . . .

I visit the orchards of spheres and look at the product,

And look at quintillions ripen’d and look at quintillions green . . .

Never before had I read anything like this. Clearly it had been written by an inspired
madman who, in a state of trance of delirium, fancied himself absolutely free of the
illusions of time and space. The distant past was to him identical with the present
moment and his native Niagara Falls was neighbor to the millions of suns whirling
in the void of the universe.

I was shaken by these poems as much as by some epoch-making event. The chaos
of my emotions at that time was in perfect harmony with the chaotic composition
of the poetry. I seemed to have climbed to dizzying heights from which I looked
down upon the ant-hill of human life and activities. (Allen, Folsom 1995, 333-334)

He wrote articles about Whitman soon after—including partial translation
gathered in the 1907 chapbook— and his first book-length translation was published
in 1914, only to be seized by censorship. It contained an interesting preface by the
painter Ilya Repin, which clearly contradicted Chukovsky’s own views. Repin,
though enthusiastic about Whitman, abhorred Nietzsche’s philosophy. Not only
wouldn’t he agree to have Whitman embody Nietzschean ideas, but he actually saw
in Whitman an antidote to Nietzsche’s individualism. To him, Whitman was the poet
of the community (“sobornost,” a word whose root is “sobor,” “cathedral,” and which
conveyed Orthodox and Slavophiliac connotations). Whitman was made to fit in
with a Russian grid and paradoxically read as a cure for Western liberal ills. The
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tension between the individual and the community, central to Whitman’s poetics
and politics, was split between Chukovsky’s Nietzschean emphasis on the former
and Repin’s stress on the latter. Chukovsky showed a sense of consistency as he
translated Whitman in free verse, against Balmont and against the Russian resistance
to such an absence of fixed rhythms and such a refusal of collective poetic memory.
His perspective on Whitman, however, moved gradually away from this first
Nietzschean outlook and began to draw nearer to a new Russian poetic trend—
futurism, which partly overlapped with primitivism and gave it a new impulse. In
a 1913 article on Whitman entitled “The Poetry of the Future, the First Futurist,”
Chukovsky used the analogy with the Huns again. The “poetry of the future” would
destroy everything and bury the past. According to Chukovsky, Whitman was a
source of inspiration and influence for both Khlebnikov and Mayakovsky, though I
would argue that such a relation is much more obvious with the latter—
Mayakovsky’s relation to Whitman has indeed been well documented.* With
Mayakovsky, questions of aesthetics are really intertwined with political ones.
Evidently political stakes were there from the start, as Whitman was censored in
tsarist Russia, but his appropriation for propagandistic purposes really came after
the Revolution, when, very early, important means were given to cultural policies.

From 1918: A communist herald

I will begin by another detour to Western Europe and go back in time a little,
since the Russians did not invent the socialist Whitman—the British did. Kirsten
Harris has studied this aspect thoroughly in Walt Whitman and British Socialism. The
“Love of Comrades,” to which 1 refer for further developments (Harris 2016). To sum
it up, Whitman was read intensely in Britain at the end of the 19t century, at a time
of an incredible ferment of socialist ideas. Ernest Rhys himself, who in 1886
published a popular British selection of Whitman’s poetry, was a socialist. Whitman
was regarded as a prophet of socialism, especially of what has been labeled “ethical
socialism,” as opposed to Marxist socialism, which was to become more and more
institutionalized. This socialist Whitman was then exported to continental Europe,
in a milder version (the prophet of love and comradeship) in France and Germany,
and in a much more partisan one in Russia and especially in the new Soviet Union.

Chukovsky’s translation of Whitman was to become a bestseller, with 5 000
copies printed in 1918, and 50 000 copies in 1919 (a considerable number, though
not an unusual circulation for State publishing houses). Some of his poems were
even printed out in large formats and distributed on the Civil War front (“To the
Battle We Shall Hurry,” translated by Chukovsky, was distributed in Totma).
The 1918 edition contained a postface by the high-ranked Bolshevik Anatoly
Lunacharsky, the People’s Commissar of Education. He insisted that Whitman was
a communist, and even criticized the title of Chukovsky’s translation (Poézsia
griadushehei demokratit, Poetry of Future Democracy), on the grounds that the collectivist

4 See Cavanagh 1999, Scherr 2009, Rumeau 2019 (107-109).
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aspect in Whitman should be emphasized more than the democratic one. Chukovsky
disagreed and in the following edition, in 1919, he replied to Lunacharsky’s—still
included—essay that socialism was alien to Whitman, and that “democracy” was a
“titanesque” word that went hand in hand with the word “comradeship”
(tovarshehestvo). As was the case with Repin’s preface, it is interesting that the editions
welcomed conflicting views and offered spaces for contradictory debates. Balmont’s
translation was also reprinted in 1922, with a different title (Revoliutsionnaia poéziia
Evropy i Ameriki. Uitman; Revolutionary Poetry from Europe and America. Whitman) and
with a preface that presented Whitman as the great prophet of the communist
International (Balmont however fled from Russia soon after writing that text).

In 1918, the agitprop director Alexandr Mgebrov (famous for a spectacular
production of La Prise de la Bastille, by Romain Rolland) staged several poems by
Whitman: the show was introduced by Lunacharsky, with Meyerhold attending, and
it went on tour for four years.> In 1918 again, a large portrait of Whitman by Boris
Grigoriev was hung in Petrograd as part of the festival for the first anniversary of
the Revolution, with some lines written on panels.6

One poem in particular, “Pioneers, O pioneers,” was appropriated, translated
and distributed. Whitman’s text belonged to the Reconstruction era: it was written
right after the Civil War, encouraging Americans to go westward, to reunify the
country by expanding the territory and by cultivating the land. It is therefore quite
paradoxical that the very same poem should have been used for international
purposes. In my view, what accounts partly for this “misreading” is the fact that the
poem was one of the few Whitman didn’t write in free verse: traditional metric
poems are more frequently used for marches or propaganda because they are easily
memorized. Another reason for the success of the poem in the Soviet Union is the
coincidence between the American word “pioneers” and the Russian “piomery,”
referring to the youth preparing to become members of the Communist Party. To
have the poem fit internationalist purposes, a few adjustments were necessary,
however, and some stanzas were usually highlighted while others got cut. For
example, in his 1886 edition of Whitman’s poems, Ernest Rhys chose the following
stanza as an epigraph to his preface:

Have the elder races halted?

Do they droop and end their lessons, wearied over there beyond the seas?
We take up the task eternal, and the burden and the lesson,

Pioneers! O pioneers! (Whitman 1886, ix)

Kirsten Harris has documented with great precision the uses of the poem by the
Labour Church, a British Socialist group (Harris 2016). In the Soviet Union, the
poem went through several separate editions, sometimes in Chukovsky’s translation,
but sometimes in other versions.

5 See a detailed account of the performance in Mgebrov’s memoirs (Mgebrov 1932, 335-360).
¢ See Murray 2018: 170-171.
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I would like to insist on a particularly remarkable one, published in 1918 by a
cooperative publishing house, Segodnia, founded by artists, among whom Vera
Ermolaeva (who later joined the avant-garde in Vitebsk with Chagall). Ermolaeva
illustrated the little book and painted some of the copies, which are now treasures
for bibliophiles (the MOMA holds one). The name of the translator does not appear
in the book, which provided only initials, M. S. They might point to the historian
Simon Dubnov (the author of an important Jewish History), whose pseudonym was
Semyon Mstislavsky, and whose daughter, Sofia, worked at Segodnia. Another
hypothesis is Samuil Marshak, who became one of the finest Soviet translators from
English. Even though I could not connect him to Segodnia, he is a more likely
candidate, since he knew English and translated many poems in 1917, at a time when
he lived in Petrograd. The cover shows a mix of futurist traits (the simplicity of the
lines, the emphasis on movement) and primitivist ones (the shape of the characters,
the simple natural setting). Another separate edition of the poem, in Chukovsky’s
translation, was published in 1923 to celebrate May 1st. It is a striking example of
political appropriation, enabled by the selection of some stanzas, by the editing work
and by the illustrations.

Lunacharsky was not the only political figure to be interested in Whitman.
Among the Bolshevik literati, Alexander Krasnoshchyokov stands out.” In 1924, he
was falsely accused of corruption, arrested and put on trial, one of the first trials set
as an example. While Krasnoshchyokov was imprisoned (at a time when one could
still receive books), he asked for a copy of Leaves of Grass and worked on his own
translation.® Unfortunately, the translation appears to be lost, but it remains
fascinating that a Soviet banker would translate Whitman while serving time.
Krasnoshchyokov is also a striking example of how political stakes and transatlantic
migrations converge in the act of translating, so central to the idea of World
Literature.

From 1922: Whitman and Soviet World Literature

While Whitman was appropriated politically, his fame went beyond strict
propagandistic uses and is to be also understood in a context of profound changes
in literary approaches and theories.

1922 was a great Whitmanian year in the USSR. At the end of Doctor Zhivago
(written much later, in the 1950s), Boris Pasternak included the fictional notebooks
of his main character. In an entry dating from 1922, doctor Zhivago writes: “The
seemingly incongruous and arbitrary jumble of things and ideas in the work of the
symbolists (Blok, Verhaeren, Whitman) is not a stylistic fancy.” He adds: “This new

7 His life is in itself a fascinating natrative: he grew up in a shtetl in Ukraine and then emigrated to the
United States, where he studied law at the University of Chicago and became a member of the IWW.
He later came back to Russia during the Revolution and was a prominent political figure, first at the
head of the Far Eastern Republic and then as the founder of the State Bank.

8 The information appears in Bengt Jangfeldt’s biography of Mayakovsky (Mayakovsky. A Biography.
Trans. Harry D. Watson. Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2014.)
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juxtaposition of impressions is taken directly from life” (Pasternak 1965, 52).°
Whitman was thus associated with poets who changed the relation between art and
life drastically, who intended to grab modern life in its most chaotic aspects and not
to shape it and transform it through prosody or other poetic devices. The association
between Verhaeren and Whitman, though not specific to Russia, was particularly
common (Lunacharsky also stressed their common points).

But mainly, and this is more specific to the eatly years of the Soviet Union,
Whitman was associated with the rise of “World Literature” and the development
of new conceptions of it, whereby the idea of circulation and translation was just as
important as the idea of building the canon of the Revolution. As Jérome David
explained (David 2012), two adjectives were used, “vsemirnaia’ and “mirovaia:” the
former was more associated with the study of literary networks (#zfemationally), and
the latter with establishing a canon (intetzationally). These uses roughly correspond
to two successive—though at times overlapping—trends, as Soviet World Literature
went from a “vsemirnaia’ conception in the 1920s to a “wmirovaia” one later on.
Whitman was intrinsically associated with the “vsemirnaia’ phase, with an emphasis
on the circulation of ideas and poetics. In 1921, after reading the Nation and
Athenaenm, Chukovsky wrote in his diary:

Hosore mareppsanr 0 Yore Virmane! 1 raaBHOe — Kak COAM3HANCH BCE 9acTh
MHpA: AHTAIIAHE ITHINYT O PPaHIy3aX, PPAHIy3bI OTKAMKAFOTCA, BMEIITUBAIOTCA
IPEKH — BCE HAIMH TYrO CIIACTEHBI, IIMBUAM3AIUA CTAHOBUTCA INMHPOKOW U
eanHOI. Kak OyATO MEHS BBITAIIIMAY U3 AYKH H OKYHYAH B OKeamH!

Ortnbrre 4 permma He ucaTh 0 Hexpacose, He KOMaTbCs B ANTEPATyPHBIX APA3Iax,
a cveAro npmobmureca K muposoit Amreparype. (Chukovsky 2003, 186 -
30/03/1921)

*

New materials on Walt Whitman! And more important, how closely knit the world
has become: the English write about the French, the French respond, the Greeks
intervene — all nations are inextricably interwoven, civilization is spreading and
becoming one. I feel I've been dragged out of a pond and dunked in the ocean!
I’ve decided to stop writing about Nekrasov and rooting among literary wrangles
and to throw in my lot with wotld literature. (Chukovsky 2008, 85)

Even though the adjective used here is “mirovaia,” it was really the idea of a
literary network, through which Whitman circulated, that fascinated Chukovsky.

In 1922, Chukovsky’s translation was reprinted, but this time for a new
publishing house, the “World Literature Edition,” founded by Maksim Gorky, who

9 “BecIropAAOYIHOE IIEPEUNCACHUE BEINEH U IOHATHI C BUAY HECOBMECTHMBIX U IIOCTABACHHEIX PAAOM
KaK OBl IIPOH3BOABHO, y CHMBOAUCTOB, baoxa, Bepxapma m Vnrmana, coBceM He CTHAHCTHYCCKAs
IIPUXOTb. DTO HOBBIH CTPOH BIECYATACHHUE, ITOAMEUEHHBIH B KU3HH U CIHCAHHEIA C HATYpBL~

(Pasternak 2003, 60)
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had established a programmatic catalogue. Chukovsky, along with Yevgeny
Zamyatin, was responsible for the English and American series. The translation of
Whitman’s poems was again accompanied by several pieces of European criticism,
suggesting a vast network of commentators. The following 1923 edition was
illustrated by a futurist painter, Evgeni Belukha. The American and Russian flags
were intertwined in a design that didn’t only signify the international aims of the
revolution but the hterary connectlons that were developmg over the Atlantic.

Cover of Uot Uitmen, Poégiia griadushchei demokratii, trans. K. Chukovskii. Moscow, Petrograd:
Gosudatstvennoe Izdatel’stvo, 1923.

Several entries in Chukovsky’s diary suggest how popular Whitman had become,
even though Chukovsky noticed that it was not the poet, but only the prophet who
fueled people’s enthusiasm, not the aesthetic quality of the text, but its moral and
political stakes. Here is his account of the meeting of the “Whitmanian circle’:

Bria Buepa B KpyKKe YHTMSHHAHIICB M BEPHYACA YCTBDKEHHEBIN. IIpaBaa,
VHTMOHIAHCTBA TaM OBIAO MAAO: AIOAH CIOPHAM, BCKPUKHBAAM, OOBHHAAU ADYT
APYyTa B HEHCKPCHHOCTH, HO — KaKasl JKaXKAQ BCCOCBSIIAIOIICH «PEAUTHID, KAKAEC
3amacel paHaTH3MA. Sl B IIOCAGAHHE TOABI CAMIIKOM 33aAHTEPATYPHACA, A M HE
IIPEACTABAAA CeOE, UTO BO3MOKHBEI KAKHE-HHOYAb OIIGHKH YHTM3HA, KpOME
AUTEPATYPHBIX,— K BOT, OKA3BIBAETCA, OAArOAAPA MOCH UHCTO AHTEPATYPHOI
paboTte — Yy MOAOAGKH TOPAT IAa3a, AFOAM CHAAT AAACKO 32 IIOAHOYD U
BEIPAOATHIBAFOT BOITPOC: KaK KUTh. OAHMH BPOAC KOCTPOMHIYA BCE BCKUABIBAACA HA
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MeHst: «a10 acreTukaly CAOBHO «9CTETHKA» — pyrateAbHOE CAOBO. VM acreruka He
HY}KHA — HX CTPACTHO 3aHHMACT MOPAAb. YHUTMOH HX 3aHHMACT KaK IIPOPOK H
yaureab. OHH KEAArOT IIEAOBATBCA U PAbOTATD M yMUpPATs — 70 Yummony.

(Chukovsky 2003, 225-226, 18/03/1922)

*

Went to a Whitman Society meeting yesterday and came back ashamed of myself.
True, there wasn’t much Whitman-like about it—it was mostly quarreling, yelling,
and mutual accusations of insincerity- but what a thirst for all-concerning
“religion”, what reserves of fanaticism. I’'ve become far too literary in the past few
years: I can’t conceive of Whitman in terms other than literary. And now, thanks to
my purely literary efforts, these young people sit up till all hours, eyes burning,
deliberating how to live. One of them—from Kostroma, I believe—kept assailing
me with the words, “That’s aesthetics!”, “aesthetics” being a term of abuse. They
have no use for aesthetics; they are passionately involved in morality. Whitman
interests them as a prophet and teacher. They want to kiss and work and die
“according to Whitman.” (Chukovskii 2008, 103)

A few days later, he mentioned a performance based on Whitman’s poetry (in all
likelihood, Mgebrov’s staging), played by workers who brought beautiful leather
armchairs from the “Assembly of the nobles” (“Blagorodnoe Sobranie’) and started to
jump on them, claiming that it corresponded to the “ascension in the airs” in
Whitman. Chukovsky left quite discouraged by such a misunderstanding.

Not only was Whitman’s poetry handed out in small or large formats, adapted to
the stage, but it was also an inspiration for the avant-garde cinema, the “kino-eye,”
especially for its main advocator and director, Dziga Vertov. As Jacques Rancicre
argues, Vertov’s 1929 Man with a Camera probably owes a lot to Whitman’s
catalogues (Ranciere 2011). In a more propagandistic movie, .4 Sixzh Part of the World
(1926), the Whitmanian impulse is very salient. The camera travels over various parts
of the world (especially the USSR but also the Western world), which is exactly the
movement in Whitman’s “Salut au Monde” or in a part of “Song of Myself.” In
“Salut au monde,” the catalogue is systematically introduced by the anaphora “I see:”
“I see” (“Vizhu”) is precisely the main intertitle in Vertov’s Sixth Part of the World.
The catalogue, which had been central to the debate on Whitman’s poetics, finds an
equivalent in the “kino-eye” and its refusal of montage.!0

While the 1920s really marked the apex of Whitman’s fame in Russia, he
remained a poet much published and studied through all the Soviet years.
Chukovsky’s translations were constantly reprinted. The 1935 edition contains a
preface by D. S. Mirsky, the “Prince of Russian literature.”!! Just like Chukovsky,

10 For more on the Whitman / Vertov connection, see Singer 1987 and Kunichika 2012.

11 Mirsky emigrated to England after the Revolution and became a professor at Oxford, where he wrote
an important history of Russian literature. He came back to the USSR in the 1930s, which was a tertible
decision, and he died in a Gulag camp in 1937. The preface to Whitman is available in English in Allen
and Folsom 1995, 320-332.
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Mirsky resisted the idea of a communist Whitman and stood for a democratic and
even “bourgeois” version of his poetry. It is quite fascinating that even though he
was mainly read as a precursor of communism, Whitman triggered debates and, even
in the 1930s, was a subject to contradictory readings. Such a plurality of
interpretations was uncommon in Soviet criticism of the 1930s. Equally uncommon
is the steadiness of Chukovsky’s career as a translator, a critic and a writer (he is very
famous for his stories for children) until his death, in 1969. Not that he was
unaffected by State brutality (his son-in-law was arrested and executed in 1937) nor
completely exempt from criticism (Nadejda Krupskaya, Lenin’s widow, attacked him
in 1929). But overall, he did not experience the hardships and the conflicts with
censorship that most Soviet authors endured at some point or another.

Transatlantic crossings

This Red Whitman crossed the Atlantic and made a comeback in his own country
in the 1930s, where he was then far from being the canonical poet who emerged
after F. O. Matthiessen’s watershed American Renaissance (1941). This political
reception was not completely new, however. Whitman was read before at meetings
by Eugene Debs, while Horace Traubel, the most famous of Whitman’s disciples,
published a book of socialist poems, with tributes to Whitman, Debs and William
Mortis. But this leftist turn was spectacular after the Russian Revolution.

Indeed, in the early 1920s, Whitman’s fame in the young Soviet Union found an
echo in the United States. In 1923, a New York Times reader was shocked because at
a dinner party celebrating Whitman’s birthday, the poet was “Found to Be the
‘Patron Saint’ of Bolshevist Circles.” In the 1930s, in the context of the Great
Depression, the emphasis on a communist, or at least a leftist Whitman, was even
stronger. Whitman’s poems appeared on several occasions in the communist review
The New Masses. Mirsky’s preface was translated into English and published in the
first issue of the Marxist literary journal Dialectics (1937). Socialist and communist
poets themselves addressed Whitman as the prophet of their cause. “Night Letter
to Walt Whitman” by Genevieve Taggard (1936) lamented the barren lands and the
loss of Whitmanian profusion and hope in the US. More specifically, the poem
“Pioneers, o pioneers” was quoted, devoid of its nationalist accents, as in Stephen
Vincent Benét’s “Ode to Walt Whitman™ (1935), which addressed Whitman to show
him the failure of his predictions and what became of his “tan-faced children.” The
poem was also quoted in Archibald MacLeish’s collection of photographs
“commented” upon by poems, Land of the Free (1938). In another “ode” to Walt
Whitman, by the Proletarian writer Mike Gold, it was really infused with a combative
communist rhetoric. Gold had traveled to the USSR and edited communist journals
in the US, in particular The New Masses, between 1927 and 1931. His ode to
Whitman was precisely a rewriting of “Pioneers, O Pioneers,” in the context of a
strike, as evident from stanza 4 onwards:

O Pioneers, our foreman was a nervous little rat—
And all day like a third degree
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Down in the basement hell with democracy
Commercial madhouse from 8 to 6

I knew the clatter speedup and gangrened air
Electric bulb sweat and coffin fears—

Above us the macy gimbel millionaires

Plotted bargains in young greenbaums and kelleys
Hell hell hell and low wages

And little salesgitls puked among the rayon—
Such was out life, O Pioneers—

Whitman’s poems appear as “lies” confronted with such grim realities. But a
miracle occurs, with the strike, and the end of the poem strikes a different note as it
addresses Whitman directly:

See, see new skyscrapers for Manhattan
Communist factories for human love—

A pure ocean, and sunlit homes not tenements—
Streets for sun and friendship

And no more Tuberculosis avenues—

And no more hell in a basement—

Son of Walt Whitman, to strike is to dream!

O Pioneers we build your dream America—

O Walt Whitman, they buried you in the filth

The clatter speedup of a department store basement
But you rose from the grave to march with us

On the picket line of democracy
Sing sing O new pioneers with Father Walt

Of a strong and beautiful America

Of the thrushes and oceans we shall win

Of sun, of moon, of Communism and joy in the wind

Of the free mountain boys and girls—

It will come! It will come! The strikes foretell it!

The Lenin dreams of the kelleys and greenbaums

Deep in the gangrened basements

Whete Walt Whitman’s America

Aches, to be born— (Gold 1935, in Perlman, Folsom, Campion 1998, 169-171)

The open-road pioneers, the settlers of the great Western fields, turn into the
urban Jewish workers and the poem calls for “communist factories for the human
love.” It should be added that there was a very strong tradition of reading Whitman
as a socialist or a communist poet in American Yiddish poetry (most of the Yiddish
poets involved, from Joseph Bovshover to Israel Jacob Schwartz) had emigrated
from the Russian Empire.!2

12 See “From Heine to Whitman. The Yiddish Poets Come to America” (Levinson 2008, 130-141).
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After WW2, interest for a radical Whitman faded considerably, except in The
Soviet Union and its satellite states—but even then, Whitman became more a
monument of World Literature than a vibrant source of debate and inspiration.
However, Whitman the “camerado” reappeared more committed than ever in Latin
America. During the Cold War, he was indeed often resuscitated and enrolled against
his very own nation. One of the most famous examples is the communist Chilean
poet Pablo Neruda’s use of Whitman, especially in “Let the Woodcutter awaken”
(“Que despierte el leiiador”), written in 1948 to denounce the Marshall plan—it later
became a “canto” in Canto general. Whitman was summoned to sing the
reconstruction of Stalingrad and the achievements of the Soviet leaders. Neruda’s
appropriation of Whitman for radical political purposes was even more spectacular
in his last poem, a call for “Nixonicide” and a “praise of the Chilean revolution”
in 1973 (Incitacion al nixonicidio y alabanza de la revolucion chilena).’> There was of course
already a longstanding Latin American tradition of reading Whitman as the bad
conscience of his own nation (as in a sonnet by Rubén Dario addressed to President
Theodore Roosevelt in 1904), but one might argue that Neruda’s propagandistic use
also came from the Soviet versions.

Towards a more national vision of Whitman

While Whitman retained subversive strength in Latin America, he did lose some
of his polarizing energy in the Soviet Union. He was less and less a revolutionary
poet and more and more a “national” one. Indeed, in the 1930s already, and even
more so after WW2, nationalism competed with the internationalist rhetoric. The
conception of “world literature” changed, as it came to designate the accumulation
of works considered as world masterpieces rather than the study of the circulation
and interaction of literatures in an international network. Whitman was thus more
and more often compared with Pushkin, as in Maurice Mendelson’s 1965 study on
Walt Whitman.!* More recently—and quite some time after the end of the USSR—
the parallel was drawn again with two monuments across the Atlantic. In the years
2000, the same sculptor, Alexander Bourganov, created a bronze statue of Pushkin
for the campus of Washington University, and one of Whitman for the campus of
the State University of Moscow. Bourganov has become quite an official artist, he is
hailed as “national artist of Russia” and his works fill Moscow’s public space. Several
of them are linked with American history, more specifically in connection with
Russia (he built a monument to John Quincy Adams for the US embassy in Moscow,
one to Lincoln and Alexander II together, another one to Reagan and Gorbachev

13 T developed this Latin American Communist reception elsewhere. See Rumeau 2019, 479-528 and
Rumeau 2020.

14 Mendelson succeeded Chukovsky as the main Whitman scholar. His study was translated in English
and published in 1976 by Progress Publishers, a Muscovite Publishing House specializing in
translations in Russian as well as translations from Russian in several foreign languages.
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shaking hands). The symmetric Pushkin and Whitman are part of this bilateral
monumental project:

Alexander Boutrganov, Monument to Pushkin, 2000, bronze, Washington University Campus,
source Wikicommons; Alexander Bourganov, Monument to W hitman, 2009, bronze, MGU (State
University of Moscow, Faculty of Philology), © Delphine Rumeau.

Both poets stand in front of a Corinthian column, a neo-classical setting which is
extremely strange for Whitman, but which seems to be one of Bourganov’s favorite
devices (a similar column stands on the Lincoln/Alexander IT monument). Whether
the column is a personal mark or whether it was really conceived as a meaningful
ornament for both Pushkin and Whitman remains unclear. Whatever the intention,
the effect is one of symmetry between two poets, who thus appear to be branded as
national poets, acting ambassadors. Obviously, Bourganov’s works and the Russian
state’s cultural policies do not sum up contemporary Russian conceptions of World
literature, let alone Whitman’s interpretations by academics or poets. My point here
is rather to underline the discrepancy between the official national Whitman, erected
as Pushkin’s counterpart, and the much more global Whitman studied in academia
and still addressed by Russian poets.!>

15 The topic of a roundtable at the Whitman’s symposium at Moscow State University in October 2019
(organized by the Russian Whitman scholar Tatiana Venediktova, held in a room overlooking
Bourganov’s monument and containing a portrait of... Pushkin) was: “Isn't something happening to
the status and function of a national literary classic in the age of globalization and intensified
intercultural transferr”) Kirill Korchagin’s talk at the symposium illuminated the connections of a
number of Russian contemporary poets (I. Golanskoy, T. Zulfikarov, S. Timofeev, N. Azarova) to
Whitman.
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To study Whitman’s reception in relation with evolving conceptions of World
literature in Russia and in the USSR—irst as a dense network where texts circulated,
then as the constitution of an international revolutionary canon—sheds light on
complex dialectics. Whitman’s reception was shaped by these diverging conceptions,
but it also played a role in establishing them, as well as dense transatlantic networks
of interpretations and political appropriations.
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