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JANA KOSTINCOVA (HRADEC KRALOVE)

Reading Joseph Brodsky’s poetry as well as his prose means reading
about time. He himself admitted on different occasions, in his prose, in in-
terviews that he was concerned above all with the problem of time. In his
essay A Journey to Istanbul he wrote: ,,Space for me is indeed less dear,
and less than time. Not because, however, it is less but because it is
a thing, whereas time is a thought about a thing. In choosing between
a thing and a thought, say I, the latter is always preferable (Brodsky, 1986:
102).«

Thomas Venclova in his analysis of this essay states: ,,Journey inter-
weaves, in rather complex fashion, personal time and historical time — the
fifth, ninth, twentieth and many other centuries. For Brodsky, history is so-
mething close and intimate, something physical, something in the blood.
The poet is a natural inhabitant of the sphere in which history unfolds, i. e.
time (Venclova, 1990: 138).«

Valentina Polukhina in her essay Similarity in Disparity cites the
poet’s own admission she recorded when interviewing him in 1980: that
he writes ,,exclusively about one thing: about time and what time does to
a man“ (Polukhina, 1990: 167).

So these were two out of the three starting points which formed the
basis for my rereading of Brodsky’s poetry: the central position of time in
Brodsky’s poetry and the interweaving of personal and historical time. The
third one is Brodsky’s poem August — Aszycm, possibly his last poem,
written in January 1996, and its analysis given by G. S. Smith in his essay
Long Growing Dark: Joseph Brodsky's August. In this essay Smith states
that ,,in this short utterance, every formal and thematic aspect is shaped in
the manner that Brodsky in effect patented in the course of his three deca-
des as a major Russian poet* (Smith, 1999: 249). And indeed, the theme of
time in the poem is closely connected with two motifs I would like to
concentrate on — human form both corporeal and embodied in a statue.
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That’s why I'm going to focus not only on time but also on it’s repre-
sentation in the images of human form. I would like to show how shape
and substance is put into words in Brodsky’s poetry, and is consistently
connected with time — the course of human life and the course of history —
throughout his all work.

In his poetry statue always represents an empire and, be it the Roman
empire, the Soviet or American empire, there is always present Pushkin’s
tradition — power and self confidence embodied in stone or metal, forcing
people to feel insignificant. Explicitly, the statue is connected with empire
in Torso - Topc from 1972; Ecau edpyz 3a6pedaeuiv e kamennyo mpaay,/
/8bI2NACAYYIO 8 MpaMope Ayduite HeM Haaay/.../MOXdCeulb GbinyCmumbo
nocox uz HampyxyceHnoix pyx./mol ¢ Hmnepuu, opye./.../Bo3dyx, niamens,
600a, ¢aenvi, HanObL ALAYL,...[8ce,/../npespamyeHo 8 KameHs uMU Me-
ma.rm.l/3mo — KOHey eeweii, I3mo — & KOHye nymu/epxano, ¥mo6 eoiimu./
(253)

The image of a mirror, as will be shown later, is frequently connected
with the theme of ageing, but in this context its function is different.
Unlike the mirror into which a person looks to see his own reflection, this
one invites him into the space ,, behind the mirror where the passing of
ages will reveal to him.

Vertical dimension is frequently stressed when Brodsky presents the
images of the insignificant individual in confrontation with symbols of
imperial power. The individual is always explicitly or implicitly placed
below the monument:

/u mam 6oty 6v1 namamuurcy. A 661 3nan umena/ne monvko 6poH306bIx
BCAOHUKOB, BCYHYBUIUX 8 CINPEMENA/UCIMOPUY CBOIO HOZY, HO U UXHUX Yem-
GEPOHOZUX,//NUMBIBA OMNEYAMOK, ocmaegiernnblii UMY Ha/Hacenesuu
20poda./(453)

Not only a statue with human form but also an obelisk as in Buo ¢ xoa-
Ma from 1992 evokes the worthlessness one can feel when confronted with
a sign representing the grandness of an empire: // nrowyaos, xax
2pamniacmunka, oaem kpyzu/om uznei obenucka. Umo-mo caywunocw
cmo/rem Hazad, u nosewiack eexa./Bexa ycnexa. B npuwyune, avi —
Huxmo./Bbl, ¢ iyvuem cryuae, nuwya 3xa./(665)

At the same time, when observed from a historical perspective, these
statues represent the deterioration, the decline of any empire, no matter
how powerful and compelling it once was. Memanr ne seven from Foun-

! Numbers in parentheses signify page numbers in Bpoaciadt, H.: Coummerms.
ExatepunOypr 2002.
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tain — @ouman, 1967, at the same time says ,, empires are not eternal* and
Ymo-mo cryuunocs cmo nem Hasaod, without saying what happened carries
the same message: it is over, it is forgotten. And so a statue is not so much
a thing, in my opinion, as a thought of a thing. It is an interpretation of an
empire — on the first level it is the empire’s self interpretation, it presents
the empire as a self confident and of its own strength convinced producer
of statues. On the second level it is its interpretation seen through the
prism of time and this shows oblivion (umo-mo cryvurocy cmo nem
nazao) and the deterioration of both statues and empires.

A person is thus confronted with time on several levels — there are the
reminders of one’s insignificance, the representatives of historical time
which at the same time reveal themselves as being also subject to time.
Then there is the constant awareness of one’s ageing and the course of
personal time. The latter is frequently expressed through the image of
a shadow or a mirror, be it a glass mirror or a water surface — a river or
asea: /amo mel maM, 6HU3y, 600 06PAZ0E Mbl GbEULL CE0I0 HUumb,/mam
Kyoa-mo 60 muMy om Oopozu meoeii ombezaem pydel,/z0e Ha CKIOHe
wypuium meos Gvicmpas menv/no cnurke xupnuueil./../imo cmoum Ha
KoneHAx 6 memHome y 600pogwix 3anpyo,/xmo 2ma0um Ha cebs,
ompaoicennoz20 & wepHoii 6ooe./(33) /u mope eéce Mopwunucmeii, u Auya
/A éempa nem./(130)

In Ilpaueunwtii mocm the river first reflects the parting of young lovers,
their last embrace, then it serves as a mirror to a fisherman who observes
in it his own ageing. But the image of young couple is not lost. The un-
realized possibility of their lives, the memory of it is reflected in the
closing lines of the poem: /Emy/pexa menepv npunadnexcum nonpaey,/xax
OoM, 8 Komopbiii 3epKkano eHecau,/no scume ne cmanu./(60)

Sometimes the person reflected in the mirror is even identified with the
mirror — they become one object, as in Koavtbervnan Tpecrosozo mevica
from 1975: Kax xopowee 3epxano, meno cmoum 6o mome.:/Ha ezo auye, y
Hezo 6 yMe/nuywez0, Kpome pabu./../tenosex ecmv Koney camozo cebafu
8daemca 6o Bpemn./(297)

In pabe — ripples time is presented in two ways, as an image of
movement on the surface of the sea, the motional image of passing time
and at the same time as a visual image of wrinkles on a human face - the
traces of this movement, of the passing time.

The identification of a person and a mirror appears in Ilondens 6 xom-
name, here connected directly with the theme of death and also with the
image of another. /Me: He yMpem, xoz20a naws yac npudem!/Ho nocpeocm-
80M HO2MA/C amanbzamel Hac cockpebem/xakoe-Hubyow oums!l/ (464)
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The child from this poem corresponds with the image of a young man
in Brodsky’s last poem Aszycm. There ,, The tanned youth ... takes away
the future from you“, /3azopensiii nodpocmox/.../y eac ombupaem 6yoy-
wee,/.../ (Smith, 1999: 249). This nodpocmox appears in the third stanza
and is thus placed in a parallel position to the mirror in the second stanza,
convincing the reader that these parallel images are synonymous - looking
into the mirror and looking at the other has the same effect, it makes one
aware of one’s own ageing and approaching end.

This is not an exceptional case when in Brodsky’s poetic texts the
other person becomes a mirror, a reflection of one’s own desires and
anxieties. In other cases, however, it is usually a lover — mirror in which
one does not see a reflection of merciless reality but in which one can seek
comfort, even though only temporarily. Beneyuanckue cmpogpor: /Tanem
pAa3demsca, CKUHYMb CYKOHHbL NAHYUps,/DYyXHymb 6 Kpoaams, npuxcamo-
CA K XHCu6Oll KOCMU,/KAK K 20pAYeMYy 3epKaTy, C 4beii aManszamsl naib-
yem/mexcriocme He cockpecmu./(530) Or, as in Huomxyoda ¢ mobosvio,
probably one of Brodsky’s best known poems, one becomes a mirror re-
flecting the other in an expression of desperate desire and vain longing:
/8 memnome ecem menom meou 4Yepmvl/xax GezymHoe 3epKaro noemo-
pan./(429)

From these examples it can be seen that the image of statue in Brod-
sky’s poetry corresponds with what he said about time - that it is not
a thing but a thought of a thing. Statue serves in Brodsky’s poetry as
a thought of an empire — both a self interpretation and an interpretation of
an empire. The reflection of human form in a shadow or in a mirror (a mir-
ror — object or a mirror — person) can be put in the same category — it is
a self interpretation of a person. When considering Brodsky’s definition of
time as a thought of a thing it becomes clear why these motifs are so clo-
sely connected with time; the person’s reflection in a mirror or in the other
is not a thing but a thought of a thing, a thought of self or/and the other.
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