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Omry Ronen

AN EXPLICATION OF ANNENSKII'S ,,SQUARE WINDOWS«

To Vadim Liapunov

The metrical background of this eerily enigmatic poem out of the ,,Spectral Tre-
foil, ,,Trilistnik prizrachnyi,” of The Cypress Chest, has been described by M.L,
Gasparov (1979) as part of his study of the semantics of Russian three-foot
iamb. Indeed, the metrical background is indispensable for identifying the
poem’s so-called semantic aura. The alternation of dactylic and masculine closes
in three-foot iambic verse has been linked, since approximately 1840, with three
main clearly marked and well-defined semantic traditions: 1) ,,comic verse,” de-
riving from Karatygin’s vaudevile songs; 2) ,,conative verse,” as one might
translate Gasparoy’s term pateticheskii siikh, stemming from Lermontov®s sec-
ond ,Prayer,” ,,V minutu zhizni trudnuiv®; and 3) ,lyric verse,” likewise pro-
ceeding from a poem by Lermontov, ,Svidanie.” Gasparov places ,,The Square
Windows* within the ,lyric” variety of the three-foot iamb with alternating
dactylic/masculine closes, that is, in the tradition of Lermoniov’s ,,Svidanie,”
which has inangurated the nostalgic theme of frustrated ,,southern™ or oriental
tryst that came te be asseciated with this meter and was subsequently developed,
with variations in compositional make-up and emoticnal tonality, by Fet {,,Uzh
verba vsia pushistaia™), by Polonskii (,,Zatvornitsa® and ,,UJ dveri®), and by their
numerous followers,

In Annenskii’s poem, Gasparov specifically noted both its affinity with
Polonskii, who had replaced Lermontov’s exotic setting with the urban, ,,Nekra-
sovian,” drab Russian background, and its kinship with Lermontov's ,Svidanie,”
expressed by the evocation of unconsummated passion and dream-like orna-
mental details of exotic orientalism {,,Kak ty chadru dushistuiv / Ne smel ei
sniat’ s volos™).

Characteristicaily for Annenskii, the poem incorporates, explicitly or by
negative implication, also the contrasting themes of the ather two semantic types
of this meter; Lermontov’s emotional prayer (,,No ne mol’bei tumanitsia / Pokoi
ee chela < Odnu molitvu chudnuiu / Tverzhu ia naizust®) and the pathetic
mockery of Nekrasov's comic verse (,,Ona... da tol’ko s rozhkami®).

Two other scholars briefly addressed the semantic structure of ,,The Square
Windows.” Igor Smirnov (1977, 74-75), in his still unsurpassed semiotic analy-
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sis of Annenskii’s poetics, pointed out the role played in this poem by the im-
penetrable space-time boundaries generally typical of Annenskii’s model of the
world:

The movement of time in The Cypress Chest is irreversable, and for this
reason the events remaining in the past cannot be reproduced either in the
future, or in the present time. In ,,The Sqiare Windows,” an attempt at re-
viving love results in activating the border, consisting of objects of hum-
drum philistine everyday life), which divides the personages (popytka voz-
rozhdeniia liubvi viechet za soboi aktivizatsiiu sostoiashchel iz predmetov
meshchanskogo obikhoda granitsy, razdeliaiushchel personazhei). The
thematic development culminates in a grotesque—a transfiguatation of the
feminine image inte an infernally masculine one: — ,,A znaesh’ li, chto
zdes® ona?" / — ,,Vozmozhno 1*, stol’ko let? / — ,,Gliadi—fatoi okutana.../
Uznal ty uzkii sled?..” // — ,,Ona... da tol’ko s rozhkami, / § triasuchei
borodoi— / Za chakhlymi goroshkami, / Za mertvoi rezedoi..."

E.A. Nekrasova, in a short monograph devoted to a typological juxtaposition
of Annenskii and Fet, makes two fruitful observations: 1) Annenskii’s characte-
ristic device in this poem consists of interchangeable renomination of the deno-
tate {priem perenazyvaniia denotata), that is, of re-naming the same object, with
the resulting ambivalence of associations (chadra andfor fata for ‘veil’, luna and
duma as the interlocutor of the protagonist, etc.); 2) the clandestine motif of mo-
nastic seclusion suggested by the hood (kukol') of the protagonist and the ,,vo-
cabulary associated with a religious theme,” repentance, to be specific (Nekra-
sova 1991, 64-65; 72-74). If Nekrasova is right, the transformation of an en-
chanting feminine image into a devil-like virage would fit in the traditional plot
of the monastic tales of temptation and fall.

Still, notwithstanding the crucial thematic presuppositions provided by the
metrical antecedents of the poem, or Nekrasova's attempt at deciphering its plot
as ,,a logically consistent conclusion of the theme of forbidden, sinful love,* the
subject matter of the poem and the symbolic significance of its title remain en-
igmatic,

The terms of this enigma can be educed from Annenskii’s reception of the
heritage of Turgenev, the subject that has recently been broached in Lea Pild’s
valuable dissertation (1999, 36-38), and from his autobiographic evocation of
Turgenev’s funeral in the first Book of Reflections. In his essay ,,The Dying Tur-
genev,” Annnenskii interpreted the meaning of one of Turgenev’s last tales,
»Klara Milich.“ In the ,,The Square Windows,” the symbolic message elicited by
Annenskii from this tale of beauty rejected and debased in life, and hopelessly
pursued after death, is explored in terms of the subject matter of Turgenev’s
eartier novel, The Nest of the Gentlefolk, ,Dvorianskoe gnezdo.” The relevant
subtexts are found in the description of Lisa Kalitina’s decision to take the holy,
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vows when she realizes that she cannot marry Lavretskii, and in the final episo-
de of the novel, Lavretskii’s visil of the monastery. The consistent switching of
the gender roles and attributes (the man, not the woman, withdraws (o the mona-
stery; the woman visils him; the woman sports a goat’s beard and horns) in An-
nenskii’s treatment of these episodes is an emotionally charged and metapoeti-
cally complex development of certain (ropes and rhetorical figures taken from
Turgenev’s prose and placed in the congenial poetic context of the meter associ-
ated with the Lermontov—Paolenskil theme of the failed tryst and frustrated pas-
sion.

The curious source of the grotesque goat-like image in the last strophe of
»The Square Windows® is the passage from the final chapter XLV of The Nest
of the Gentlefolk, in which Lisa’s aunt tries to dissuade her from going to the
monastery and not only calls men , goat-beards,” but also, confused by grief, be-
ging to mix gender in traditional Russian appellations :

[...] B xTO k 3To BufbIBan, yTol H3-3a 31aKol M3-3a Ko3bLell Go-
P O }i bl , IPOCTH TOCNIONH, H3-32 MYXYHMHbB! B MOH&CTbIpE UATH? Hy, konu
Tebe TaK TONIHO, CbE3[H, NOMOMHCE YTOMHUKY, MOAeOEH OTCIYXH, [ia He
Hanersafl Thbl UEPHOTD IILIK& HA CBOXY IONOBY, 0ATHIMIKAa Thi
MOB, MaTYIuKka Twl MOoH...

1 Mapda Tumodbeesna ropsko 3aniakaia.

The visilation of the protagonist by his former love or her apparition in ,,The
Square Windows® closely follows Lavretskii’s thoughts as he attempts to visu-
alize, in the epilogue of the novel, the unimaginable and unrecongnizable Liza
Kalitina in the monastery, and finds this as difficult as if he were looking at him-
self in the same way. This is a vision of death in life, resembling former Liza
only as the dead and dying flowers on the square windows of Annenskii’s poem
resemble the fragrant house plants of Liza ,Jittle cell,” keleika, at home:

[} B aTol KOMHATE, THE OH TakK 4acTe BHAAJ .HHBy, A(MBCE BO3HRKAN ITe-
€5 HOM &2 06]333; EMY Ka3ajGCh, UTO OH HYBCTBOBA BOKPYT cebn CNnelkl
€€ NIPUCYTCTBHA; HO TPYCTh © Helt 6bl1a TOMMTENbLHA I HeJerka: B Hell He
6bLI0 THIIMHLL, HABEBAaEeMOH cMepThiO. JIn3a enie xMaa FAe-TO, Nyxo, ga-
NeKo; OH IYMAJ O Hel, KAk O XUBOI, M He y3HaBa)) JEBYILIKN, HM HeKorjga
I0GHUMOE, B 'TOM CMYTHOM, GNefHOM Npuapake, obNayeHHOM B MOHa-
ECKYIO ONCKY, OKPYHEeHROM I BIM HBIMH BONHAMHM TanaHa.
JTaepenxuii caM Oul ceGs He y3Hani, ecnd 6 MOT Tak B3rAsHyThL Ha ceds,
KaK OH MBICIEHRO B3rnsHyn Ha Jlnay.

In the final passage of the epilogue, which describes Lavretskii actually visi-
ting the monastery and seeing Lisa, the evocation of her pathetically whithered
beauty dissolves in Turgenev’s typical final effect of ,Jooking away,” ,,mimol*,
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garda ¢ passa, which Russian symbolists and Annnenskii sometimes parodied
and sometimes emulated as a device of unfailing emotional suggestiveness:

Ho uTo ckazaTh o NHONAX, €11 XKWBbIX, HO YKE CONIEMINX ¢ 3CMHOIQ MO-
npuia, 3adeM Bo3spaiiaThcd K vum? ToBopsr, JlaBpenkuil noceTun FoT
OTHANEeHHLIH MOHACTRIPE, KyIa ckphinack JInaa, — yeugen ce. [lepe6upa-
fCH ¢ KIUPOCca Ha KAHPOC, OHA NPOoINa GIM3KO MHMO HEr'o, HpoOLIia PoB-
HOM, TOPOIIHBO-CMHUPEHHON MOXOIKOR MOHAXHHH — M He BATJIAHYIA HA
HET'O, TOJBKO PECHHITBI OﬁanJ,EHHOI‘O K HEMY Tnasa Y¥Th-4YTh JPOrHyny,
TONBKO €IS HHXE HAKIIOHH/IA OHA CBOS HCXYIanoe JHIC — H Tailbdbi
CXATBIX PYK, MIEPEBHTDBIC YETKAMHU, S1UE KPENYE NIPHXKANUCE AAPYT K PYrY.
Yro riogyMany, 4To nouyscTBoBank ofa? Kto yamaer? Kro ckaxer?
EecTh Taxue MruoseHis B MH3HH, TAKHE YYBCTBA.,, Ha HAX MOXHO TOTb-
KO yKasarh — H HpoHTH MHMO.

The affinity between these passages of The Nest of Gentlefolk and the some-
what reversed situation suggested by the vocabulary and imagery of ,, The
Square Windows" is quite apparent. Yet the transfiguration of the romantic ideal
in Annenskii’s poem has features of such uitimate degradation that, even though
they amplify and project upon a female character the comical detail of Marfa
Timofeevna’s description of the male sex, koz'ia boreda, they suggest a differ-
ent source and a grotesquely infernal plot with a potential for self-debasement
very different from the virtuous self-denial of Liza and Lavretskii. The source
for Annenskii’s image of the romantic ideal’s ultimate degradation is the story,
in Pushkin’s ,Rusltan i Liudmild,” of the beautiful Naina’s change, brought
about by her unsuccessful suitor Finn’s magic spells, from cruel aloofness to
tender submissiveness, but also, unfortunately for him, from a cold young
maiden to a passionate seventy-year-old witch:

H mppyr cupuT nepego Muoh
Crapyika gpsaxias, cefad,

I'nazamu BRANBIMK CBEpKas,
CroploMm,c TpacyueH rojioBoH,
ITeyansHON BETXOCTH KAPTHHA,

-]

»ETO IENATE, — MHE MHIIMUT OHA,—
Tonmoto rofs1 NponeTenm,
INpouna TBOS, MOA BeCHa—

Mgl 00a IOCTapeTs YCIelu,

Ho, gpyr, nocaywai, ve Gefa
HegepHo#t MnagocTH yTpara.
KoneuHo, g Teneps cepa,
HeMHoXKO, MOXeT ObiTh, TOpGaTta;
He Tak X1Ba, He TaK Muna;
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3aro (npuGaskna GORTYHbS)
Orkporo TallHy: A Kongyang !

Hence the underlying metapoetic level of Annenskii’s poem: a history of the
romantic mood in a nutshell, it is a belated recollection of the early romantic
worship of the unattainable ideal and, at the same time, of the early romantic
misgivings, which from the very beginning have anticipated the ideal’s eventual
senile degeneration.

For Annensky, the degradation of the ideal was alse, and, perhaps, above all,
a profoundly personal tyric theme. He described his own soul in a poem in
prose as an elderly, dishenored and pregnant maiden with a moustache: ,Ia videl
vo sne svein dushu, Teper’ ona stranstvovala, a2 vokrup nee byla tolpa griaznaia i
grubaia. Ee tolkali — moiu dushu. Eio byla teper’ pozhilaia devushka,
obescheshchennaia i beremennaia; na ee otechnom litse stranno vydelialis’
zheltye piatna usov [...]“ (Annenskij 1990, 2}

The personal aspect of Annenskii’s symbols is, unlike in the instance of Blok,
the most difficult to grasp. The central symbol of ,,The Square Windows" ap-
pears to be personal and autobiographical. We have no literary subtexts for it
(for Tolstoy’s ,,.Zapiski sumasshedshego,” with its image of the square white
room with a red window curtain and the ,red, white, square terror associated
with it, was published three years after Annenskii’s death), no antecedents or
precursors, only descendants. Unlike in ,,Nenuzhnye strofy” and some other
pieces by Annensky, the title image is not autemetadescriptive in regard to the
poem: to identify those squares with the quatrains of the poem would be not
only farfetched, but insufficient.

To approach the meaning of , Kvadratnye okoshki” as a symbol so central to
the poem that it is extraposited to serve as its title, and to apprehend the evoca-
tive power which it apparently had for Annenskii, it is necessary to reconstruct
certain details of the event he described in ,,Umiraiushchii Turgenev.” A helpful
chue to such a reconstruction may be found in Mandel’shtam’s peem ,,Vy, s
kvadratnymi okoshkami / Nevysokie doma,” a wistful salutation of the winter in
the decaying Petersburg, pitifully reduced, but still preserving some relics of its
former sweel homeyness: ,,A davno li po kanalu plyl / 8 krasnym obzhigom
gonchar, / Prodaval s graniinoi lesenki / Dobrosovestnyi tovar? // Khodiat boty,
khodiat serye / U gostinogo dvora! /I sama soboi sdiraetsia / S mandarinov
kozhura // [...] // I priemnye s roialiami, / Gde, po kreslam rassadiv, / Doktora
kogo-to potchuiut / Vorokhami starykh ,Niv', // Posle bani, posle opery, / Vse
ravne, kuda ni shlo, // Bestolkovoe, poslednee / Tramvainoe teplo...*

1 rihis is an evocation of Pushkin's Petersburg of ,.Gored pyshnyi, gorod bednyi*': ... zdes’
( \ g ¥
poroi / Khodit malen'kuia nozhka, / V'etsia lokon zolotoi]



32 Omry Ronen

Mandel’shtam’s locale in Petersburg in this poem is humdrum and commer-
cial, and the canal where red earthenware is sold directly from the beats ought to
be Obvodnyi, an earstwhile site of squat brick buildings with square windows,
This is the depressing setting of Turgenev's funerary procession, which Annen-
skii witnessed and described in his essay about the dying Turgenev and Klara
Milich:

— MHe CTOHT Ha3BaThk TO UM4, — M TYMaH, KOTOpPbIH TaM, 3a MROI, He-
peMeHHO XOTh Ha MEHYTY Ja NOCBETHEET M paccTymures... Yawme Beero
BCIIOMUHAK) A TOINA TENACE, MOYTH HEXHOE YTpo, HO OyATO 9TO yXKe
OCEHBIO, — @ # CTOI0 HA YepHOM M MATKOM ckate OO0BOgHOrO xaxana...
Bor u TeMHAa® poraTas ToN0BA,.. 3T OOKHA, 3T0 €€ CTPAMIHBIK CUMBON
Hew3GeHOCTH M PABHONYIIMA, CXBAUYEGHHOIO 3a ropno. Penkuil jhiM
JeHUBO MOM3ET K3 BLICOKOH TPYOhI... BOT Ha ApIMALISHCS afu KaHana y
caMoro Oepera npuTkHysace fapxa... Tolbko a4 He OpgyH,.. Hac Dejas
TOMM&. .. CTPAHHAad TOMMA, YHCTO PYCCKasd, — 3apa3’ M HeNOBKasd, U MPH-
NOAHSATAS, H KaK ObI IOTOBAA KAX/YIO MHHYTY IIOCTPataTs. {... ]

22 ropa ToMy Ha3af BcE IT0 ObLIO IS MEHS YEM-TO BPOIE CHa HIH JFEKO-
pauud,.. 5, BROUTE AH, TOrAa MPOBOJUI BpeMd ellle Ha IUIOHA M H
KaXAYI0 MUHYTY rOTOB ObUI 3a0bITh, YTO HAXOXKYCh, XOTH ¥ B XBOCTE, HO
BCe e Nepefl TeaTpalbHOR Kacco#, OTKYNA B CBOS BpPeMs M NONYuy
Guner. Ho Teneps, KOrga NOpeeno nepefo MHOM, & 3aTo 103agq To/na
Tak M KHUIMT, A3 TOJLKO BEPHYTLCA TYMA 4 HE MOrY, — Telephb, KOrna
He3aMETHO A5 camoro ¢ebs s NPONBHHYNCH ¢ [MOLIAAH B TeMHOBATLIH
BECTHOMONE TEATPA U TYCKABLA IeHb XKEATO CMOTPUT HA MEHS YK€ CKBO3h
€ro NbiIbLAEIE CTEKIA, — KOCAa BPEMEHAMM, UEPE3 640 cocena, 5 BHXY
Haxe caMOE OKOIIEUKO Kacckl... O, Teleph % OTIMYHO LOHHMAID TY
CBA3B, KOTOPad pa3 Hapcerua clenuna B Moell naMaTy moxopousl Typre-
HEBa ¢ er0 HOCIENREH MOBECThIO, [...] '

C Knapoit Munid B My3sIKy TYPreHeBCKOrO TROPUYECTBA BOIIUA, YIKe He
HA[I0/Ir0, HOBAs W KAKAA-TO 3BEHALLAA HOTa, 2To Ghiia HoTA (QHIUYESCKO-
ro crpaganud. [...] ' . o

B Aparose pacnonoxuncsi crapslii GonsHolt Typrewen [,,.] O6cros-
TeILCYBA CONPOBOXKAABLUME cMepTh KIlapkl, cHAYana Npou3Bend Ha Apa-
TOBA MOTPSCALOLLEE BIEYaTIeHHe. .. HO IOTOM BTa , UIPa ¢ ALOM™ BHYTPU
[...] nokasanack eMy Kakeii-ro ypopnmsoli ¢dpasoclt [...}| Ho sto or-
BpalleHie i 60A3Hb NOYYBCTBOBATE OTBDALICHHE €[IBA JIM [(PUHANREKAT
AparoBy: 10-MOeMY, 3TC FOPRKUH BXyC Goeany ro pTy ¥ Typredera, ato
ero YTOMNGHHBIA yM, KOTODLIR He XoueT Goslee TEIIMTE cebl pOMaHTH3-
MOM, MOTOMY YTO CKBO3b €10 TEaTPafbHYI0 MAHTHIO HE MOXET HE BHEETh
Tena, OBpeYeHHOro pasiaraltleil erc XXKUBOTHOM! Myke, [...]

B peiicreun Knapk! IOUTH HET: OHA TOJIBKO CKBOBHT [0 PACCKA3Y, TOUHO
KHTaicKkas TeHb MO 3KpaHy [...] oHa yGuBaer cebs OT MmoOBM, XOTH H
GouTesa cMepTH... ¥ Knapesl Manenskue KpacHble po3sl 8 sosocax [.,.] O
Knape roBopar ¢ 0G0XaHHEM, OHA M CHUTCS TOJILKO TPEKpacHOil, H OHa
XENAaHHA JaXKe, KOTa IPHHOCHT CMEPTb.
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[...] @ra crpanHO OTpULAIOMas apaTOBLMHY JEBYILKA, OHA, CMEPTENBHO,
ockoptnennas Knapa, ocyxgiena no6urs Aparosa [...] M Tonsko nepe-
cTaR GLITL XKHU3HLIO, TONLKO 00pATHBIINCE CHOBA B NPUIPAK, B BOIMOX-
HOCTL, — OHA MOKOPAET, HAKOHeL|, cepile ApaToRa, — HO cepiie Gbiio
BOCKOBOE W cKope pacTtasno. OHe 60MJ0ChL KPacoTel B XKH3HU W TeM
GoJiee He BLIHECJO KPAacoThl-BieH, KPacoThl-CUNLl... I BoT elule pas
yxonuT ot nofel Kpacora, HeBoIiolueRHAas H HemroGuMas.
{,,¥YMuparoupit Typrenes. Knapa Muauy*, Knueu ompaxcerurs, 1)

Thus beauty goes away from the people, unincarnated and unloved. What
remained was the square horrer of the box office window, where apparently
tickets were not surrendered, as Ivan Karamazov had thought, but sold — to some
spectral show to be watched after death, and one wonders whether the term
ARAToVshchina, the names of Aralov, who watched a stereoscopic projection
of Klara’s photograph, and of Klara, did not suggest to Annenskii the word
kvadrat by their phonic makeup.

However that may be, our hypothesis linking the square windows with the
images of Obvodnyi kanal, its slaughterhouse, the degrading funeral of the
author of ,Klara Milich,” and the ultimate debasement of the idea of beauty in
death seen as a window in the box office is supported by another Annnenskii-in-
spired passage by Mandel’stham:

Beppk v o cToAn B TOH CTPAWHOH TEPNENUBOH OYEPEN, KOGTOPaN [TORN0A-
33T K XEeNTOMY OKOLIEYKY TeaTpaNbHOH Kacchl, — CHAYANA HA MOPO3e,
MIOTOM TIC)H HAZKHMMA GAHHLIME NOTOJKAMU BecTHOIONEH ANexcanapHHKY.
Befik 1 TeaTp MHE cTpalllel, Kak KyprHas w3ba, kak fepeBedckas baHbKa,
rle copepilanceh 3sepckoe YOulcTro pagy nonyybka H BadsiHbIX CAHoT,
(,Erunercxas mapxa'')

These observations, I repeat, are not an explanation of Annenskii’s fore-
grounded symbol, which is, in Gasparov's (1997, 452) terms, anti-emphatic and
aims at mnogoznachitel'nost' rather than mnogoznachnost’, but presuppositions
for such a perception of this symbol which would be adequate to the poet’s de-
sign, expressed in another poem, a counterpart of ,, The Square Windows" with
their wilting sweet peas and dead mignonette:

Tloka cneyn NALIBYT

A nepKOM XKUBYT,

Floxa fLILIMT BO CHE pe3ena —-
3Aech HH MYK, HH TPEXa, HH CTLIIA. ..
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