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JOSEPH BRODSKY’S IMPERIAL CONSCIOUSNESS

There is no complete language, no language which
can express all our ideas and all our sensatitwes; shades
are too numerous, too imperceptible. Nobody can emak
known the precise degree of sensation he expesencal
languages are, like us, imperfect... everything hasome
metaphot.

Voltaire

...it's not that the language happens to be his Et]postru-
ment, but that he is language’s means toward th@ration
of its existence. Language, however, even if onagimes it
as a certain animate creature (which would onlyjus#), is
not capable of ethical chofce

Joseph Brodsky

[Thinking about empires], where literature repladée,
where literature was the only form worthy of huniiée, we
may conclude: literature is never innocent, evenvifants to be
innocent (especially when it wants to be innocent)

Oksana Zabuzhko

After attending a party featuring a champagne faunand other ostentatious
trapping$, the 1987 Nobel Prize Laureate in Literature Josgmdsky, a famous
Russian, and later American poet, ruminated albeutihpredictability of life: “A differ-
ent continent, a different life... How did we drifefe? How did we manage to find

1 Voltaire, The Philosophical DictionaryNew York, n.d., p. 178.

2 J. BrodskyNobel Lecturetrans by B. Rubin, 8 December 1987, available at www.ifmixe.org/
nobel_prizes/literature/laureates/1987/brodskydiechtml.

3 0. ZabuzhkoProshchannia z imperieiu: kil'ka shtrykhiv do odmoportrety [in:] Khroniky vid
Fortinbrasa: Vybrana eseiistyk&yiv 2006, p. 306.

4 Alexander Liberman (1912-1999), Russian-Americabligher, painter, photographer, sculptor
and the editor o¥ogue Magazinehosted the party.
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ourselves here?’ A member of an intellectually driven circle ofgis in Soviet
Leningrad, and later, part of the American intdliat elite, Brodsky was amazed at
the transformations that had occurred in his Bedsky possessed a set of features
that were suspicious to the Soviet regime: he wasmployed, or rather self-
employed, a concept foreign to the Soviet autlesjtand he communicated with
foreigners who visited the Soviet Union and witls@aious “elements” of the Le-
ningrad intelligentsia. For these reasons, he wi#sdeand eventually banned from
the country.

Yet the subject of this essay is not Brodsky'sidi&sce in the Soviet Union, es-
pecially since no one identified him as a Sovissidient. He was not a member of
any underground organization that opposed the Soxigme, and he did not dis-
tribute samizdatin the USSR, although his poems were publishefimaksis the
first samizdatoetry journal circulating in Moscow and Leningftad fact, Brodsky
himself has insisted that he was not a dissidé&oreover, he has repeatedly stated
that he was apolitical and his creativity was méoimed by political histo/ This
essay challenges this self-identification and gbtsnio understand Brodsky’s impe-
rial attitudes. More specifically, this text anadgz Brodsky's position toward
Ukraine and its independence in 1991, an exerhiemight help us understand the
definition of “empire” in Brodsky’s world and, motgroadly, the meaning of “em-
pire” for its artists. This project was provoked day explicit text about Ukraine that
Brodsky wrote after the Soviet Union disintegratadprocess in which Ukraine
played a significant rofe He entitled this poem “To Ukraine’s Independen@¢a
nezavisimost’ Ukrainy®. Brodsky's assertive and quite aggressive imgstialtone
employed in this poem stunned many. As it routiredgurs with creative writing,
but especially with Brodsky's poetry, this poemoimfis its readers more about the
author himself, rather than about the subject ®faritings-.

This essay explores the poet’'s motives for appayrimself guardian of the Un-
ion’s integrity, and attempts to unearth biographdetails about Brodsky that could
explain his reaction to the collapse of the Souieilization, a reaction seemingly
uncharacteristic of him. Brodsky’s proposition abthe future of Ukraine severed
from Russia is rather gloomy: in his view, Ukram@idependence was lethal to its
people and culture. By uttering this view, albeitpoetic form, Brodsky expanded

5 L. ShternBrodskii: Osia, losif, JoseptMoskva 2001, p. 192.

6 L. Losev,losif Brodskii: Opyt literaturnoi biografjiMoskva 2006, p. 56.

7. Grudzihska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky: Fellowship @ét® New Haven-
London 2009, p. 157.

8 lbidem.

2 On the role of Ukraine in the demise of the SouWaton, see S. Plokhylhe Last Empire: The
Final Days of the Soviet UnipiNew York 2014.

10 See Appendix A.

11 Similarly, Brodsky’s students could learn more @bBrodsky as a poet and a human being
from his lectures about other poets, in the abedud deliberate absence of the poet's referen-
ces to his own poetry. See V. Polukhihichiganskii universitet: 1980Q[in:] losif Brodskii:
Trudy i dnj eds. L. Losev and P. Vail’, Moskva 1998, p. 60.
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his literary expertise by adding an overt politiead ideological dimension to his
work. Some observers have suggested that extrdtan, polar, reactions to Brodsky
were typical: he was obsessively admired or vidipgsiticized for everything he
did, wrote or saitf. However, in 1992 most were flabbergasted at Bagsisdeologi-
cal “evolution,” when they heard or read his poéra Ukraine’s Independence”.

The term ideological “evolution” is not applicabteBrodsky’s case. In fact, his
philosophy or worldview was rather stiff and infilebe'3. He was very much a prod-
uct of Russian literature and its two-century inigleliterary tradition, and less in-
fluenced by the Soviet system which he largely tespand ignored. This tradition
helped shape Brodsky's subconscious mental mapus$i® and its language, the
geographical borders of which were rather rigid.

Mutual idiosyncrasies: Brodsky and the Soviet regira

“The parasite” Brodsky was arrested by the Lenidgrathorities on 13 February
1964. The transcripts of two show trials of Brodshat took place in Leningrad on
18 February and 13 March 1964 were originally mi#d in the weekly magazine
Ogonyokin December, 1988. Because of Frida Abramovna Migesis civic gal-
lantry and unprecedented courage during the tilaéstranscripts survived. A well-
known journalist, writer, and teacher, Vigdorovakaotes in the courtroom despite
the judge’s prohibition against doing*éo

Several years before these trials, Nikita Khruskidh@d unmasked the cult of
personality and officially liberated the minds b&tSoviet people at the Twentieth
Party Congress of 1956. During the short periothefThaw, new themes and ideas
emerged among promising young Russian poets andrsvriThey were inspired by
liberal political changes, managed to publish themovative works and advanced
themselves further both intellectually and profesally. Russian literature experi-
enced an awakening. However, the regime very guioktame intolerant of dissi-
dent literature and any other progressive formrbffdhe state aggressively intruded
into the creative process, and by 1958 the offi€aViet ideology had created an
unbearable atmosphere for the creative intelligen@nce again, writers were forced
to adjust themselves and return to the routinesipiathe achievements of the so-
cialist society. Some resisted the regime activdigny resorted to an “internal im-
migration”. In other words, they isolated themsslifom the insanity of the bureau-
cratic system and the police state by writing wthay felt like writing, without any
hope of being published. Brodsky was among those effose this sort of internal
freedom. To some degree, Brodsky created “his oxila,éoth linguistic and expe-

12 E. Brudne-WigleyDrevniaia stikhiia pesni. Muzhestvo pevtsa i prarakpafose |. A. Brodsko-
go, [in:] losif Brodskii: tvorchestvo, lichnost’, sud’h8ankt-Peterburg 1998, p. 90.

13 Brodsky himself believed that language is moreabés of mutations and transformations than
people. See the text of his 8 December 1987 Nobeture.

14 F. Vigdorova,The Trial of Joseph Brodskyranslated from the Russian by M.R. Katz, “New
England Review”, p. 183-207, available at www.n&encom/files/2014/01/NER-Vigdorova.pdf.
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riential"*®>, Reading and writing became his priorities, areliattual engagement
which superseded politics. From the Soviet govemntimg@erspective, such arrogant
and socially passive behavior should have beerspadiferociously. The local Le-
ningrad activists and the KGB routinely intimidat8cbdsky, and finally in February
1964 he was arrested.

The transcripts of the two show trials illustrate tonflict between intellect and
talent on one hand, and bureaucracy and mediammithe other. The task of the sys-
tem was to destroy a marvelously independent nandf the very least to bring the
poet into conformity. The leading figures of thialirmost of the witnesses, many of
the people in the courtroom, and Yakov Lerner wawmnthed the attack on Brodsky
in the local newspapeffhe Evening LeningradVechernii Leningrall were re-
hearsed and orchestrated by the secret police.sByadinternal opposition to the
regime, his “self-induced isolationisi, general aloofness and metaphysical per-
ception of life were characteristics of an “idledagpod-for-nothing” individual who
could not contribute to a new Communist societyiukidly, he was not a member of
the Union of Writers, and, therefore, could noy reh its protection. In fact, this insti-
tution played a negative role in Brodsky's lifes &@dministration supported the prose-
cutor’s decision to initiate a civil suit againstosky; the activists at the Union of
Writers also asked the prosecutor to launch a gehtase against Brodsky and his
friends, if possibl¥. Lerner and “official” writers succeeded. Brodskss put on trial
— the state expected his complete moral and intafiésurrender, and subordination.

From the very beginning of the trial, the judge Sava was rather hostile to the
defendant Brodsky. Her manner of leading the hgasias unsophisticated and crude.
Savel'eva wandered in circles, repeatedly askimglgiy about his lack of employment.
She attempted to discipline the poet, and largsimidsed his answers that essentially
reflected one simple idea: he worked, writing poants translating foreign poetry.

Judge: What do you do for a living?

Brodsky: | write poetry. | translate. | suppose...

J: Never mind what you “suppose.” Stand up propégn't lean against the wall.
Look at the court. Answer the court properly. (Te fivigdorova]) Stop taking
notes immediately! Or else — I'll have you thrownt @f the courtroom. (To Brod-
sky) Do you have a regular job?

B: | thought this was a regular job.

J: Answer correctly!

B: | was writing poems. | thought they'd be pubéish| suppose...

J: We're not interested in what you “suppose.” Uislivhy you weren’t working?

B: | did work. | wrote poetry... | had contracts wakpublishe®,

To Savel'eva’s questions about who recognized Hlira poet, who put him in the
ranks of poets, and what education he receivee @ jpoet, Brodsky replied that he

15 D.M. BetheaJoseph Brodsky and the Creation of Exiteinceton, NJ 1994, p. 252.
16 D. MacFadyenJoseph Brodsky and the Soviet Mudentreal et al. 2000, p. 169.
17 L. Losev,losif Brodskii.., p. 85.

18 F, Vigdorova,The Trial of Joseph Brodsky, p. 184.
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did not think that one became a poet through ethrcate added: “I think that...
(perplexed) it comes from God.'?”

Twenty years later, Brodsky explained that his gaimn “was among the most book-
ish in the history of Russia... It started as anr@di accumulation of knowledge but
soon became our most important occupation, to winerything could be sacrificed.
Books became the first and only reality, whereatdityeitself was regarded as either
nonsense or nuisané&”Precisely for these views, the KGB scripted tloeqf the short
trial where Brodsky would be sentenced to a nurabgears of exile and forced labor in
Siberia. Predictably, despite the defense’s eftorfzrove that all accusations of parasit-
ism were not true, Brodsky was assigned for psyahevaluation (very typical practic-
es for this time period) and scheduled for a setoaldhat occurred in March, 1964.

The transcripts of the second trial are also iettre. They reveal evidence of
a fabricated case to accuse Brodsky of anti-Sexitities and parasitism. The doc-
ument suggests that Brodsky was not “informed efctiiarges against him either prior
to the first trial,” or during the second trial. @rafter the court recess, was he in-
formed about what he was accused of. Moreovarrriet out that the anti-Soviet po-
ems allegedly written by Brodsky were not even Rigthermore, all withesses who
were invited by the prosecution began their testie® with the same phrase: “I do
not know Brodsky personally, but...”. The system miimidation or blackmailing,
employed by the KGB, worked very persuasively as¢hwho were “invited” to testi-
fy in court. Basing their judgments on Lerner'lidwus article “A Near-Literary Drone”,
the witnesses called Brodsky a parasite and arBamiet poet. The transcripts reveal
that among the prosecution’s witnesses not onel dmilconsidered an expert in litera-
ture. Among them were Denisov (a worker), Nikolga\pensioner), Logunov (an ad-
ministrator), and Romashova (a party functionaf).of them consistently labeled
Brodsky's poetry as “awful” and “shameful”, and iis style as “militantly parasitical”.

In contrast to the prosecution’s orchestrated #gtithe defense presented the
most respected people in literature, all of whoravkrBrodsky personally and were
familiar with his brilliant translations of PolisiYugoslavian, Cuban and American
poetry. The transcripts introduce the testimonguwth famous scholars and writers
as Efim Etkind, Natalia Grudinina and Vladimir AdmoThey confirmed the de-
fense claims about Brodsky’s contracts with differpublishing houses to publish
his translations. They evaluated his poetry veghlyi and predicted a great future
for him as a poet. Moreover, as professionals, #meghasized Brodsky’s incredible
productivity, and characterized him as a hard worker example, the transcript in-
cluded the testimony of Grudinina who stated:

As a professional poet and scholar of literaturérdining, | can affirm that Brodsky's
translations were done on a high professional ld¥elpossesses a specific talent, not
often encountered, for translating poems artidtickle presented me with his work
consisting of 368 lines of verse, in addition toiethl read 120 lines of his translated
poems published in various Moscow editions. | krfoemn my own personal experi-

19 |bidem, p. 185.
20 J. Brodsky)ess Than OneNew York 1986, p. 28.
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ence as a literary translator that such a volumeak demands no less than a year
and a half of concentrated effort by an author,tnahention the difficulty of getting
the works published and consulting with speciali$tee total time required for such
activities, as is well known, is impossible to cate..?!

Etkind testified:

| realized that | was dealing with an exceptiongiffed man — and what's no less im-
portant, he had perseverance and a capacity far Wwark. His translations, which
I had the chance to read subsequently, strengthéreedpinion of him that I'd
formed... | have had many conversations with Brgdsid have been surprised by his
knowledge of American, English, and Polish literatu One can translate poems for
several years and not earn a single ruble. Suck demands unselfish love for poet-
ry and for the work itself. The study of languagi® history and culture of working
people — all that is not accomplished swiftly. Bibing | know about Brodsky's
work convinces me that a great future awaits hira pset-translatéf.

Nevertheless, the opinions of literary experts dauwbt and did not change the
pre-determined verdict of the trial.

Not surprisingly, the “ordinary” spectators in tt@urtroom were not quite ordinary.
Interviewed many years after the trial by SolomatkdV, Brodsky stated that from
the very beginning he understood who was in thetiamm. He suggested that half of
the courtroom contained KGB and police agéhiEhey were recruited and specially
trained to intimidate Brodsky and to create arsitha that the overwhelming majority
of the Soviet people held the belief that he hadr@RrSoviet mindset and maintained
the lifestyle of a dissident poet. The transcrggisund with the remarks of people in
the courtroom during the hearings. For example,,mBdsky answered the judge’s
question about how he benefited the country (“Ite/qeoems. That's my work. I'm
convinced... | believe that what I've written wilé of use to people not only now, but
also to future generatiorté), a voice from the crowd said: “Imagine that!” ©ttstate-
ments speak for themselves: “Writers! They shostdid of them all!” or “Intellectuals!
They're millstones around our neck8!"A carefully instructed public applauded when
the witness Nikolaev asked the court to treat Beptsithout mercy26.

The Soviet intelligentsia’s expectations for freedwere naive and premature.
Brodsky was one of the few who did not expect angtbf the kind from the totalitarian
regime. He knew that the grasp of tyranny was &na unyielding. Brodsky wrote:

...we are dealing not with the tyranny of an indivatibut with the tyranny of a party
that simply has put the production of tyrants onratustrial footing... a tyranny does
just that: structures your life for you. It doessths meticulously as possible, certainly

21 F. Vigdorova,The Trial of Joseph Brodsky, p. 191.

22 |bidem, p. 194.

23 3. Volkov,Dialogi s losifom BrodskimnvVioskva 1998, p. 75-76.
24 F. Vigdorova,The Trial of Joseph Brodsky, p. 188.

25 |bidem, p. 206.

26 |bidem, p. 197.
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far better than a democracy does... This is whap#réy-run state, with its security
service, mental institutions, police, and citizesenise of loyalty, is féf.

In crisis situations, Brodsky often quoted RobeosE— “the best way out is always
through™®®. The best way out for Brodsky in the Soviet Unb®@tame his estrange-
ment from the system, reading and writing, an iitiglistic principle incompatible
with communal socialist values. Another RussiantexrSergei Dovlatov has accu-
rately grasped Brodsky's model of behavior: “Hestivnot in a proletarian state, but
in a monastery of his own spirit. He did not stieggith the regime. He simply did
not notice it. He was not really aware of its esiste®.

Brodsky was an individualist, an impossible andighiable status in the USSR.
He was charged with “social parasitism™ and wadesered to five years in exile in
Norenskaia, a small village in the Arkhangelsk rog. In June 1972, Brodsky was
banished from the Soviet Union. Anna Akhmatova fasip declared: “What a bi-
ography they are making for our regiZhyj!” *°. Indeed, the trial and the subsequent
exile made Brodsky famous in the West where hekiraly embraced, and his po-
etic bilingual efforts were encouraged. “The pdedsind “disobedient child” of the
Soviet system fashioned a distinguished literary scholarly career in the United
States and became a Nobel Prize Laureate in lireréh 1987. Paradoxically, the
Soviet system, trying to exterminate everything tlvas not “red”, created a very
broad palette of colors among Soviet intellectualsere Brodsky’'s color became
the brightest.

One might suggest that the history of Brodsky'sakament by the Soviet author-
ities and his problems with the law should haveegaied the poet's long-standing
alienation from everything Soviet or Russian exdbptlanguage and culture, espe-
cially from the Russian authoritarian and impetfaditions and institutions. Had
Brodsky’'s adjustment to Western culture faileds timight have further exacerbated
his feelings of frustration with the Soviet regitfat deprived him of his Mother-
land. This, however, was not the case.

Brodsky became uniquely successful in the West, ldadsuccess may be at-
tributed to many factors. One of them was his antpability to adjust to circum-
stances. His exile and conflict with the Soviethauities played a significant role in
his desire to escape from mono-linguistic creat¥itin the United States he began
to write his prose and his poems in English. Onyr@stasions, Brodsky stated that
the features of the Russian language opposed thieglaegime in the Soviet Un-
ion, creating a dissonance unbearable to the peat'sThe language of the Soviets

27, BrodskyLess Than One, p. 120, 121.

28 R. FrostA Servant to Servantfn:] The Poetry of Robert Frost: The Collected Poemsngle-
te and Unabridgeded. E.C. Lathem, New York 1975, p. 64.

29 8. Dovlatov,Remeslo: Sobranie prozy v triokh tomakol. 2, Sankt-Peterburg 1995, p. 23. Al-
so quoted in A. Yurchalkgverything Was Forever, Until It Was No More: ThaesLSoviet Ge-
neration Princeton-Oxford 2006, p. 127.

30 Brodsky had reddish hair.

31|, Grudziska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. 223.
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created a fictitious world, enslaving the natioogading to Brodsk$?. He insisted
on the metaphysical nature of the language, andathe Russian language’s con-
nections or associations with the Soviets appe@ardée nonsensical and irritating to
Brodsky. He gravitated toward the English languagieically, aesthetically and ide-
ologically, a language that, in Brodsky's view, wa®ore than Russian) in harmony
with the “national culture” of the United Statésret, as Shamil Khairov has argued,
Brodsky expressed opinions that often contradicieel another: “depending on his
needs, Brodsky could either associate a languatipeangiven political system or, on
the contrary, detach the former from the lafter”

Nonetheless, he always positioned himself as ai&ugoet, quite proudly an-
nouncing this at any opportunity. His pride of lieRussian was genuine and enig-
matic. His poetic gift and Russianness combineth Wit eloquence in English and
his status as the Nobel Prize Laureate became hication that made him unique
in the West, and this uniqueness amplified hisrigedf pride.

Cultural imperialism

The discourse about the history of the birth obai& writer, and the role of lit-
erature and artists in empires is well-known aralertensive to be fully explicated
here®. But two works are especially relevant here. Ewalkbmpson has examined
the phenomena of Russian imperialism, colonialiswh @ationalism, and how they
are embedded in Russian cultural discourse ardtlitee. She has explored how the
Russian, and later Soviet, Empire created its iniadigerary texts, and has argued
that Russian literature traditionally enforced tizerative of Russian presence in the
conquered territories, eradicating regional histang culture or allocating them to
subordinate status in the emp#en turn, this phenomenon produced colonial con-
sciousness among many Russian writers. In a siwdix, Myroslav Shkandrij has
explored how stereotypes which cast Ukraine andaldlian culture as inferior to
Russia and Russian culture were shaped by ninéteentury Russian intellectuals,

32 See, for instance, Brodsky’s essay “Catastrophései Air” in Less Than One.

33 8. Khairov,Writers’ Linguistic Observations and Creating Mythbout Languages: Czestaw
Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky in Search of the ‘Slav@einius of Language'The Modern Language
Review” 109, no. 3 (2014), p. 732; D.M. Beth&aseph Brodsky and the Creationp. 121.

34 S, Khairov,Writers’ Linguistic Observations., p. 731. See also p. 736.

35 Among others, see: B. GroyEotal Art of Stalinism: Avant-garde, Aesthetic Bicrship, and
Beyond trans. by Ch. Rougle, Princeton 1992; M. EpstBimstmodernism, Communism, and
Sots-Art [in:] Endquote: Sots-Art Literature and Soviet Grande&Sls. M. Balina, N. Condee,
and E. Dobrenko, Evanston 2000, p. 3-29; E. DolrgAksthetics of Alienation: Reassessment
of Early Soviet Cultural TheorieEvanston 2005; A. YurchalEverything Was Forever;

K. Clark, E. DobrenkoSoviet Culture and Power: A History in Document8]172-1953 New
Haven-London 2007; V. Zubokhivago’s Children: The Last Russian Intelligentstmmbridge
2009.

36 E.M. ThompsonTrubadury imperii: Rosiis’ka literatura i coloniain 2 ed., trans. by M. Kor-

chyns’ka, Kyiv 2008, p. 19.
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and how both Russian and Ukrainian writers expdbitkentity politics after 1991
How does Brodsky fit into this system of logic aihe canon of Russian imperial
thought?

Many scholars have mentioned Brodsky’s cosmopaditanand even interna-
tionalisn¥®. They deny the poet’s imperialism and Russian eim&m, given his
suffering under the Soviet empifeSome have emphasized that he was a person of
Empire, yet an exiled one, and his reaction to“thsshivanizatsiiais quite natu-
ral*®. Other commentators believe that the space arm prawhich Brodsky was
born and raised (Leningrad, an imperial city, aisdgrandiose architecture) played
an important role in the formation of his imperiainking*’. Tomas Ventclova has
emphasized that Brodsky was a poet of the citycityethat shaped Pushkin’s poet-
ry*2. This geographical place and its intellectual spaere saturated with imperial
traditions reflected in the gray waters of the N&reer, a landscape cherished by
Brodsky. He seems to have perceived Russian cudtndeits greatness precisely
through the prism of these traditions and sfyace

By 1988, Brodsky’s views about the Russian and &ainpires and the role of
artists in them were more or less transparenttfos¢ who were interested in the
culture and history of Eastern and Central Eurapdis multiple interviews, essays
and meetings at various American universities, Bkgddentified the Soviet Union
as a police state, yet argued that literature aitdre transcended geographical bor-
ders and political systetfsAt the 1988 international literary conferencelisbon,
during debates with Czestaw Mitosz, Brodsky agresti the oppressive imperial
nature of the Soviet Union, rejecting, however, tiagion of “Central Europe” and
Russian culture being a part of the European alltmosaié®. Moreover, Brodsky

37 M. Shkandrij,Russia and Ukraine: Literature and the Discourséofpire from Napoleonic to
Postcolonial TimesMontreal-Kingston 2001.

38 S. Khairov,Writers’ Linguistic Observations, p. 746; Shamil Khairov's presentatiamder
the Sway of Languages: The Linguistic ReflectidrGzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsityhe
CRCEES IV Annual Research Forum at the UniversigsGow, 12 May 2011.

39V, Gogolitsyn,Pozdnii Brodskii — imperialist?, Stikhi.,r26 November 2013, available at www.stihi.
ru/diary/gog2330386/2013-11-26.

40D. Lekukh,A vot Brodskogo my vam ne otdadim. K iubileiu poal'tpul't’ 25 May 2015,
available at www.kultpult.ru/A-vot-Brodskogo-my-vane-otdadim-K-yubileyu-poeta-23®.y-
shivanizatsiiais a derogatory term for Ukraine’s strivings faidtaral distinctiveness and inde-
pendence.

41V, Makhno, Venetsianskii lev: Ob losife BrodskptiZvezda”, September 2013, available at
zvezdaspb.ru/index.php?page=8&nput=2159. See altémdev,losif Brodskii.., p.23. On the
architectural grandeur of Saint Petersburg anidniégge as an “aspiring master of the world,” see
A. Etkind, Internal Colonization: Russia’s Imperial Experien@ambridge 2011, p. 100-101.

42T. VenclovaForeword [in:] I. Grudzihska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. xii.

431, Grudzihska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 130-31.

44J. BrodskyWhy Kundera is Wrong about Dostoyeyskine New York Times Book Review”,
17 January 1985. See also |. Grudka-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 131.

45 Czestaw Mitosz wrote in his “diaryA Year of the Hunteabout Brodsky's and other Russian
writers’ positions: “They don’t comprehend the dsgto which their thinking is imperialistic...”
Quoted in I. Grudziska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. 132. See also Brod-
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suggested that nothing would change in “Centrabpeit unless the Russians “lib-
erate themselves” first. Irena Grudzinska Grossdeimed this attitude as “pater-
nalistic”, if not imperialisti¢®. Brodsky insisted that it was a mistake to acdhse
Russians of imperialism or colonialism, and empteasithat the West was as guilty
as the East in creating the oppressive communssést/. What is fascinating here
is that, routinely claiming to be extremely indivalistic, Brodsky spoke on behalf
of the entire Russian nation. This was not simplyeanotional response to Milan
Kundera’s works and to the representatives of “spedples” who fought for their
identity and their right to be heard and to sunduéiurally*®; this was an intellectual
position that found its reflection in Brodsky's salojuent speeches and writings,
culminating in his poem “To Ukraine’s independence”

For Brodsky, the collapse of the USSR became a deepern, a reality he re-
fused to understand or accept. Among other obsgrhier closest friend and Russian
poet Evgenii Rein has argued that Brodsky was datessnot by the fall of the So-
viet Union but rather by the disintegration of Ras&ein has insisted that Brodsky
cared about “our Slavic spaé&”Ukraine was a part of this space, and thus, tegpar
Russia. Rein has emphasized that Brodsky lovedezimnd repeatedly said to him:
“Crimea must be Russiat?’ It seems that for Brodsky two notions, “the disgra-
tion of Russia” and “the disintegration of the empj were far from being equiva-
lent. Russia was associated with language andreuttie empire embodied political
connotations. Aleksandr Batchan has confirmed itha@rodsky’s world, “empire
was a positive phenomenon only in a cultural séhs@rodsky rejected Soviet
practices of violence and cruelty, which he idemdifas “anthropological genocide”
and an “extraordinary anthropological backslidehiet annihilated the intellectual
potential of several generations of peépl8ut as mentioned earlier, Brodsky did
not consider state violence and communism intrailsidiRussian phenomena.

The mental geographies of two great poets of tiec2ditury, Czestaw Mitosz
and Joseph Brodsky, differed in a significant weyr Mitosz, the Russian and Sovi-

sky’s explanations of his position in the transcapthe May 1988 international literary confer-
ence in Lisbon in I. Grudaska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 134-136.

46 Ibidem, p. 136.

47 0. Hnatiuk,Proshchannia z imperieiu: Ukrains’ki dyskusii pdentychnist’ Kyiv 2005, p. 266-267.

48 The term “small peoples” was coined by the CzedkewMilan Kundera to define those ethnic
communities that lack a “sense of an eternal pagtfiature”. Concerns about their political and
cultural past and present, and the issues of iyemte central to their survival. For a discussion
about “small peoples”, see U. AbuldEmall Peoples” The Existential Uncertainty of Eib+
national Communitiesinternational Studies Quarterly” 53, no. 1 (2p09. 227-248.

49 Interview with Evgenii Rein by Leonid Velekhov, &&io Svoboda”, 23 May 2015, available at
www.youtube.com/watch?v=TpFjZ_sLKSs. Rein is abssju certain that Brodsky would
support Russia’s annexation of Crimea today.

50 |bidem.

51 A, Batchan Kolumbiiskii universitet, New York: 198@n:] losif Brodskii: Trudy.., p. 61. Ba-
tchan dated his meeting with Brodsky late Decenil®&5, when their conversation focused on
Russia and Chechnia.

52 3. Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmare: An Excharidée New York Review of Books”,
17 February 1994, p. 5.
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et empires were associated with “violence, povetd degradatiof®, while for
Brodsky, the associative links were more posititie:language of Pushkin, imperial
architecture, and the “gray waters” of the Rivewvalé¢zodichka Nevy Mitosz's vi-
sion was more inclusive than Brodsky’s. Althoughaddk’s attitudes toward Russia
were ambivalent, Russia and its culture becameataopaot only his biography, but
also a part of Europe and his own self-identifmatiBrodsky kept insisting on the
exclusiveness of Russian culture and the Russiagutyé®. Despite the privileged
position Brodsky allocated to the English langudge deep affinity for Russian and
his admiration of the language’s warm-heartednasisita spiritual nature has been
revealed through his prose and multiple intervieWes.made an explicit connection
between the language’s features and the “Russtionabcharactef®. Brodsky rou-
tinely transcended a purely literary discoursalirslj into a discussion about the mys-
terious Russian psyctfeand the mystical spirit of Russia and its cultuvhich was

a political statement in itself.

Importantly, Brodsky’s statements about his apaitistatus provoke doubts be-
cause after 1972 he lived in a world which coulddhabe identified as isolated.
The realities forced him to become political. Heoter political poems and par-
ticipated in debates about “Central Europe” anceotbolitical issues. Brodsky’s
generalizations about the Russian psyche, Rus&tmhor Russian people also had
a political twist, especially after 1991. They niewe currency because of his rich and
diverse life experience in the USSR. However, thatstements should be filtered
through a careful analysis of Brodsky’s very spekiowledge he acquired over the
course of his interactions with the Russian statepeople, an issue which we will re-
visit shortly.

Ukraine was undoubtedly a part of the Slavic spawalsky considered “ours”.
As a geographical place and as an independeny,ddkitaine had never existed on
Brodsky's mental map. In 1987, at a ceremony déglitéo his Nobel Prize award,
Brodsky identified Brody as a part of Russia, a@leshere his ancestors allegedly re-
sided’. The Ukrainian town of Brody remained Russianhiion for the rest of his life.

Brodsky refused to acknowledge Ukraine’s uniquerass to accept its inde-
pendence. In the spring of 1992, shortly after iadecame independent, at a con-
ference at Rutgers University, Brodsky met the Wam poet Oksana Zabuzhko
who was introduced to him as a poet from Ukraitge ‘met at Harvard last year”,
Zabuzhko stated. “I do not remember. Where is Wiaai Brodsky asked her with
some irony. Pointing at Czestaw Mitosz who wasrgjton her left, and at Brodsky
on her right, Zabuzhko replied: “Can't you see® Istill there, as always, between
Poland and Russia”. Mitosz laughed together witleoivitnesses of this conversa-
tion, which was perceived as a gesture of suppoBabuzhké&. It is difficult to say

53|, Grudziska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. 146.
54 Ibidem, p. 140.

55 8. Khairov,Writers’ Linguistic Observations, p. 733, 736.

56 |bidem, p. 737-738.

571. Grudziska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 155.
58 0. ZabuzhkoProshchannia z imperieiu, p. 282-283.
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whether this was Brodsky’s awkward attempt to fith a young and pretty woman
from Ukraine, or a natural reaction to a repregemtaf a “regional’, and thus “less-
er” culture. Nevertheless, Brodsky's pretense agggphical ignorance ultimately de-
fines his cultural colonial mentality. Examiningdglisky’s analyses of the art of poets
such as Derek Walcott, Zabuzhko interpreted Brodsitgince as his cultural deafness
to the voices of “the colonized”, voices other tliamperial”, a “clinical symptom of
imperial world perceptior?®.

Some consider Brodsky's consciousness deeply padoHis commentators
have noted that Brodsky routinely denied statemie@tsad made in the past. Albert
Leong was confident that Brodsky’s “paradoxes amtradictions affirmed the per-
sonality of a free individuaf®. To others, this statement seemed an evanesgent su
position. Brodsky’s mind was sharp and incredibigamized. He appears to have
been extremely consistent, and even rigid, in bisvictions. At times his explana-
tions about the issues of empire were incoheretitvagué® but the essence of his
principles and vision remained unchanged. Somésgbdstulates became recurrent:
aesthetics should be considered the mother of €thimommunism is not a geo-
graphical phenomenéh Russia should not be blamed for imperialism drellike.
Brodsky's case was of course not unprecedentedique — like many other Rus-
sian writers, he inherited the Pan-Slavic and passiRn identity through Russian
literature that celebrated the idea of expansioth @mnquests. His case was not
unique in either an ethnic or geographical sensmtifer Nobel Prize Laureate in
Literature, the great English writer Joseph Rudydpling was extremely imperial-
istic®4 it would be difficult to misread his racially diged portraits of Indians who, in
Kipling’s view, were unable to survive without thaidance of the British. Yet, as was
mentioned earlier, Brodsky’s imperialistic stancasvof a different nature. It lied in
the realm of culture, and included the notion et¥er” cultures, lesser than Russian.

In this context, the anti-Ukrainian poem, which &sky apparently wrote in
1992, should not come as a surprise, althoughtduaded many by its aggressive
tone. On 30 October 1992 in the Jewish Communityt€dn Palo Alto, CA Brod-
sky read his poem “To Ukraine’s Independefite®e addressed the audience with
the words: “Now | will read something provocativee¢hto riskovanngefor you,
but nevertheless | will read it". This meeting vedended by approximately a thou-
sand people. The poem mocked Ukraine’s indepenéfence

As several commentators have argued, the collapsleeoSoviet Union was
a tragic event for Brodsky, and the secession ohldk was especially painful for

59 |bidem, p. 283-289.

60 A, Leong,Literaturnaia kritika losifa Brodskogdin:] losif Brodskii: tvorchestva., p. 237.

61|, Grudzihska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 161.

62 B, Yangfeldt,Svobodnyi chelovek ne vinit nikqdim:] losif Brodskii: tvorchestva, p 95.

63 J. Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmarep. 1-12.

64 See, for instance, Edward Said’s analysis of Kig views in hiKul'tura i imperializm trans.
by K. Botanova and T. Tsymbal, Kyiv 2007, p. 24.

65 |n 1994, Brodsky read this poem in Queens Coliagéew York.

66 See Appendix A.
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him. In a private conversation with a Swede he faee: “Ukraine is no longer Rus-
sia, and Russia is no longer an empitefgain, the appearance of this theme in Brod-
sky’s poetry is no surprise — this is a resulthef trauma of decolonization experienced
by many Russian writers. Brodsky, however, wenbeyhis readers’ expectations.
Irena Grudzinska Gross, for instance, has chariaetethe poem as brutal and even
violent, and her definition is fairly accurate, givthe poem’'s semantics and ideo-
logical overton€®. Except for the slang, the poem abounds in metagidnnova-
tions, but the overproduction of pseudo-aphorigmstentious and devili§f) makes

it sound rather violent. Brodsky forbade its pudilion precisely for this reason, and
so that neither side would use it for propagandaqae$’.

What triggered Brodsky’s hostility toward Ukraingaand his mental attachment
to the Soviet Union after residing for almost twecddes in a cultural environment
so different from that of the Soviet Union? At aywearly age, he learned that any
sort of attachment, intellectual, cultural or eronél, might be dangerous and fraught
with tragedy, loss and pain. Moreover, fixed natiar immobility, intellectual or
physical, seemed distasteful and even dangerol&rdoisky. Thus, the notion of fully
belonging to one place or “to any realm” was foneig hinT!. He had a marvelous
ability to “move on” in his relations with women émvith states. Lev Losev is cor-
rect arguing that Brodsky’s perception of the empiras broader than political. In
immigration, Russia as a cultural and geographoéibn was pushed to the back-
ground: he fell in love with two other “empires’Sweden and Italy, which suggests
that the esthetic and cultural notions of empireewather fluid for Brodsky. How-
ever, old affinities were periodically triggered bwyrrent events or by memories,
whether they were about Marina Basmanova (his $iestous relationship) or Rus-
sia, dominating his intellectual space and attenfits quite some time.

Similarly, the events of 1991 activated Brodskygperial consciousness, where
Ukraine and Russia were a singl@tural empire, an inseparable entity which was
destined to be united. Decolonization triggereddBky’s imperial recidivism. As
a result, the anti-Ukrainian poem emerged, a sorbn&nidentification brought to
light. This was consistent with his tendency tamnetto the same themes in his poet-
ry, such as imperial images, immortal and monumé&htisloreover, these images
were harmonious and beautiful and, thus, were ‘tsg¢pd from abuse and death”

67 See Ilia Belov's documentarBrodsky ne poef2015), available at www.youtube.com/watch?
v=AAhyBeWN4QY.

68 See |. Grudfiska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky. 159-160.

69 Sergei Gandlevskii characterized Brodsky’s poafiyone that abounds with pseudo-aphorisms,
a result of Brodsky's gravitation toward “classi@solutism”. See S. GandlevskDlimpii-
skaia igra [in:] losif Brodskii: tvorchestvo, p. 118.

0 See Il'ia Belov’s documentamgrodsky ne poet2015)... Tomas Venclova also advised Brod-
sky not to publish this poem. See |. Grutkkia-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodsky
p. 160.

1. Grudziska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. 165.

2 |bidem, p. 165-166, 168-169.

73 L. Losev,losif Brodskii.., p. 23.
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Nothing could replace them in Brodsky’s imaginatiand in using them as his in-
terpretive lens for viewing Ukraine, his conceptafriUkraine as an “exotic peasant
paradise,” and a place with a peculiar culture seeather predictablé Reinforced
by the Russian literary tradition, the image of &lke was quite stable for Brodsky.
The void and emptiness were to be there, if Ukraias not Russian. Losev has
confirmed that during the last 25 years of his, liB¥odsky’s worldview had not
changed in a principal manner, while his poetiayleage became “more precise,
richer and nuanced.

This point of view was shared by many, and henosdlwho knew Brodsky’s
poetry very well denied his authorship until thedeo where Brodsky himself was
reading his poem “To Ukraine’s Independence” folutsd way to Boris Vladi-
mirskii's Facebook and later Youtube pa§e$he poem was published in its origi-
nal form in 2008 by Natalia Gorbanevskaia with iilea Polukhina’s commerits
Losev has stated that Brodsky’s circle, people whwmmunicated with him in the
United States on a regular basis, were surprisétedevel of Brodsky's frustration
when Ukraine separated itself from Russia. Dedpritelsky’s impulses of disgust to
everything Soviet, he rejected the idea of Ukrairiedependence. Like many of his
compatriots, the Union was indivisible in Brodskwerld’®. The tragedy of its disin-
tegration seemed incomprehensible and unfair to Bhodsky was sad and in tears:

Kak-uuOynp nepedbeMcs. A 4TO 70 Clie3bl U3 TJIa3a,
Her Ha Hee yka3a )IaTh 70 IPYyroro pasa.

His sadness, however, does not exhaust the wheletram of emotions that
could be traced in this poem. Brodsky was furiamnsl his deliberate attempt to reduce
Ukrainians to an uncultured and crude people whewaed through the use of stere-
otypical Ukrainian identifiers, such asrenyk zhupan bashtan kavun alternating
with a slang usually employed in labor camps. Toisibination was apparently de-
signed to marginalize Ukraine’s desire for indememé®. No doubt there was a clear
effort to insult. There might be a pure Freudiap Bkre, an essential element to this
tragedy: for Brodsky Ukraine’s “deviation” and “tregression” embodied a personal
cataclysm associated with losing a lover and adffe The abandonedioshenny)i

74 M. Shkandrij,Russia and Ukraine, p. 251.

5 L. Losev,losif Brodskii.., p.149.

6 Available at www.youtube.com/watch?v=6vVscdinmOw.

77 According to Gorbanevskaia, Brodsky read this pdenthe first time on 28 February 1994 at
Queens College in New York, where he was taped.pbieen was decoded, with errors, and di-
stributed througtsamizdat With the same errors, it was published in theviiy@wspaper “Sto-
litsa”, no. 13 (1996). Gorbanevskaia claimed tinat Isad received this text from Joseph himself,
although one word had been replaced, apparentBrbgsky. See Natalia Gorbanevskaia, avai-
lable at ng68.livejournal.com/123368.html; see &lshosev,losif Brodskii.., p.263-266.

"8 . Losev,losif Brodskii.., p.263.

™ |bidem.

80 His unfortunate and torturous love affair with @ Basmanova has been told by many, inclu-
ding Brodsky himself.
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status is much more painful than the “abandoningg.dValking out of a relation-
ship is easy. Being given up is often fraught weitisis.

Beyond the imaginings and tastes shaped by thenazri®ussian imperial thought
in Brodsky, the very logic, style and tone of theem brought him to the inevitable
conclusion about the superiority of Russian cultd?ashkin’s poetry was pristine,
eternal and a manifestation of “high” culture, veh8hevchenko’s poetry was decep-
tive, insincere and represented a middlebrow aultt@nly when you die... will you
wheeze lines from Aleksandr [Pushkin], and not liee of Taras [Shevchenko]”,
Brodsky wroté. According to Brodsky's philosophy, language ist‘napable of ethi-
cal choice®?, however the poet is. Retaining an elegance sey@rodsky substituted
intellectualism and morality with vocal and poeltisaphistication. He appears to be at
odds with democratic liberal traditions, lackingharal orientation and focus: he deni-
grated those who, like him in the past, stroveridependence and freedom from So-
viet legacies. By creating a propaganda leaflet)ltimately supported Soviet legacies
and those who advocated keeping Ukraine in Russitasomic, political and intellec-
tual orbit.

Yet, the situation seems to be more tragic than thasev has written about
Brodsky’s lack of formal education but has argusat he had a profound linguistic
and historical knowledge obtained through self-etioc3. Losev's admiration of
Brodsky extends to claims that the poet, as a youag, mastered English and
Polish to perfectioft, a statement refuted by Brodsky himself. He wabamassed
by his English skills while communicating with W.Huden at an early stage of his
immigration. Similarly, Losev’s claim that Brodskgastered history appears to be
quite a stretch. His poem “To Ukraine’s Indepen@énceveals little, if any,
knowledge about Russia’s and Ukraine’s historicadoginters, let alone Ukraine’s
history and culture. Brodsky seems to be unawatdkadine’s cultural disruption in
the thirties when Stalin’s genocide exterminatesltfajority of the Ukrainian intel-
ligentsia and a good portion of the Ukrainian paayalosses unmatched on the
state level. In Brodsky's world, the Union no longeeded Ukraine’s bread that
once saved it:

He nomunaiite nuxom! Bamero neba, xieba
HaM — IMOJJABUCh MBI XXMBIXOM M TIOTOJIKOM — He Tpeba.

Furthermore, Brodsky appears to be oblivious toféleethat the history of Sovi-
et terror in Ukraine has a distinct feature, tetrmt was associated with the Com-
munists’ perception of Ukraine as a place of rasist, a place of pride and dignity,
a place of Ukrainian nationalism. There cannot lm®amon denominator between
human losses and casualties in Russia and Ukraimetioe decades of Soviet rule,

81 The translation of Brodsky’s lines into Englishkisrrowed from M. ShkandrijRussia and
Ukraine.., p. 251.

82 See the text of Brodsky's 8 December 1987 Nobeture.

83|, Losev,losif Brodskii.., p.29.

84 See: ibidem, p. 30.
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as there was neither a common “noose” nor a comitiooice” for the Ukrainians
and the Russians Brodsky referred to:

Kak B nemito 51e31h, Tak coo0111a, CyK BeIOHpas B Yallle,
a Kypuiy u3 0opia rpbI3Th B OMUHOYKY ciarie?

Moreover, Brodsky was certain that without Russid Russian culture Ukraine
would perish, becoming a desolate place, physicaligurally and intellectually:

C borowm, opibl, Ka3aku, reTMaHbl, Bepryxan!
Tonbko KOTrJa MPUIET U BaM IOMUPATh, Oyrau,
OyzieTe BbI XpUIIETh, lIapamnas Kpail Marpaca,
CTPOYKH U3 AJleKcaHpa, a He OpexHto Tapaca.

Some traits of Brodsky’s personality might be bldrfar these cavalier attitudes.
As Tomas Venclova has noted, Brodsky was arrogard, his “nervous irritation”
might have played a role in verbal inaccuraciesxaggeratiors.

Brodsky’s aesthetic and ethical choice

In light of Brodsky’s anti-Ukrainian poem, it seeimgpropriate to discuss briefly
to what degree Brodsky internalized his poetry, ahether his “lyrical character”
was synonymous with Brodsky himself. Valentina Rbloa has argued that “the
poet’s principal auto-characteristics are placethatintersections on several levels
associated with aesthetics, poetry, themes andeptsi®. For the most part and to
a significant degree, like Sartre, Brodsky peragilenself from hundreds of people’s
positions — people were mirrors from which Broddkgw knowledge about himself.
Yet, the concept of Time seems to be a dominatamgdwork for him, a framework that
allowed accuracy and precision in Brodsky's sedfiiification and self-understanding.
This self-identification was often unflattering andly, almost “clinical” like aging
and deatt, but for the sake of poetry it should be exposeditrally and objective-
ly. Time defined Brodsky’s intellectual and poetandscape, where his “lyrical
character” exhibited his fragmented and contradycpersonality, often being dis-
missed and dethroned in a pé&nHis constant search for external tools and es-
trangement from self-observation helped him petetige spiritual and moral depth
of his “lyrical character”, measures often undegtakor the sake of language and
aesthetics. These techniques had their own liroitatiwhen the ethics and morality

85 T. VenclovaForeword.., p. X.

86 V. PolukhinaPoeticheskii avtoportret Brodskogfn:] losif Brodskii: tvorchestvo., p. 145.

8 0n a “more clinical notion of yourself,” see Brégls 1980 interview in Richard Edelpseph
Brodsky in US: Poet and Language in Exiféhe New Times”, 25 March 1980, p. 2. Quoted
also in V. PolukhinaPoeticheskii avtoportret, p. 150.

88 \/. PolukhinaPoeticheskii avtoportret, p. 147-148.
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suffered, yielding to the aesthetics, and ultimatabking Brodsky’s final goal ob-
scure and unattainable.

Truly, aesthetics, language and words were paratrfourBrodsky. Walt Whit-
man once stated that “all words are spiritéfalBrodsky echoed Whitman, arguing
that the Word could be spiritualized and materé&fiz The Word is powerful, and
can be destructive and anti-aesthetical. In a sdBiseisky often desired this de-
struction, using the all-sweeping power of wordthez for self-destruction or for
the annihilation of his opponent or opponents. Bleisms to be the case with the po-
em “To Ukraine’s Independence”.

Interestingly, in his response to Vaclav Havelwinich Brodsky challenged Ha-
vel's concept of “the post-communist nightmare”,gieclaimed that as a writer, he
“weighs words more carefully... than elsewhere teefmmmitting them to papét”
This statement might obscure attempts to undersBmodsky being completely
oblivious to the fact that many of his oral andtten statements in prose or in poetic
form sounded exceptionally offensive and disredpktd many people, East Europe-
ans, people from the West, Ukrainians, women and. rirenically, in the film-
interviewWalks with Brodsky1993), directed by Elena lakovich and Aleksei S$toy
in Venice, Brodsky ruminated about the legaciem@litarianism. Among other things,
he emphasized people’s disrespect to one anottien wias overarchirfg.

Once again, the language of the poem articulieglisaster and metaphysical
impasse of Ukraine’s independence: the “lessetliibnd the literature of Shevchenko
would become extinct if separated from Russia. (Gle&hevchenko was a “lesser”
poet for Brodsky than Pushkin. Tragically, Brodskg not live long enough to see
the Revolution of Dignity of 2013-2014, where psites were dying for freedom
and independence with Taras Shevchenko’s poetthainlips. He did not have an
opportunity to learn about the Holodomor, wherev8henko’s poetry played a tre-
mendous role in people’s survival.

Brodsky, however, went beyond cultural concerrigelinto Ukraine’s independence.
In a verbally abusive and humiliating manner, Bkydassumed the future defense-
lessness of the Ukrainians against the Germandaled, a possibility intertwined
in his anathema as a vivid scene of the rape oUltrainians by the Germans and
Poles, who in turn were defined by stereotypicabdatory terms Gansy liakhi).

Of course, in this context, the Ukrainians could ibentified only aspogantsy
khokhly andkavuny Offensive hame-calling sounds very contemporains slang,
beyond traditionakhokhly alludes to new definitions that emerged in thesdfan
public discourse and social media in 2013-20WL4ropy, zhidobanderovisy

89 Quoted in C.K. Ogden and I.A. Richard$ie Power of Wordgin:] The Meaning of Meaning:
A Study of the Influence of Language upon Thougtitod the Science of Symboljskew York
1956, p. 24.

9 For a more detailed discussion of this notion \&ég@olukhinaPoeticheskii avtoportret, p. 150.

91 J. Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmare p. 1.

92 See the fragment from Elena lakovich and AlekssisBov's film-interviewWalks with Brodsky
(1993), 3 June 2015, available at www.mk.ru/cul20&5/06/03/okhraniteli-napisali-donos-na-
mertvogo-brodskogo.html.



280 Olga Bertelsen

petliurovtsyand the like. Some have posited that imperialsmoit only domination
but also loyalty to a special ideology of expan¥iom Brodsky’s case, there was al-
so a linguistic expansion. He extended his versthéospace of vulgarity, having
created a dense alloy of words charged with aniyp@sid designed to insult. His
aspirations, albeit metaphorical, also had a sigeadf vulgarity asymptomatic of
a cerebral poet: he wished to “spit in the Dniepar” as a farewell gesture.

Brodsky believed that “there is no other antidatg¢hte vulgarity of the human
heart than doubt and good tadfe’In the process of writing this poem Brodsky
failed to administer this antidote to himself, ifadl into the abyss of impropriety and
bad taste. In her memoirs about Brodsky, Liudmiée8) has noted that “our poet
has never been shy about using strong expres8tohis “lyrical character” seemed
to become corpulent and vivid, and gained the feataf the real Brodsky.

Curiously, similar to Charles W. Eliot who dreamafdcreating a collection of
books, a “five-foot shelf of books” that would prota a “liberal education to any-
one willing to devote fifteen minutes per day tadimg it”, Brodsky embarked on
a project to educate American citizens in poetryplacing poetic lines in the sub-
way and volumes of poetry in hotel rooms, besideBible. He partially realized
his dream while tenured at the Library of Congrass poet-laureate (1991-1992).
Both initiatives were conceived to stimulate thibétal frame of mind®. Yet, they,
as any other dreams and suggestions about howptowe the world, had their ob-
vious limitations. The moralistic and individuaiésstance is transparent in both Eli-
ot’s and Brodsky's ideas. Like Eliot, Brodsky atseated “a list of great books™ and
encouraged his students to read them, ultimatelpial a specific epistemological
foundation for them. An expert in literature, Brigsttempted to culturally educate
his students by memorizing and reciting poems, l@adnission was noble — stu-
dents were to know who Homer, Goethe, TsvetaevaPasternak were. However,
the list (and its variations) Brodsky compiled aeértly illuminates his own limita-
tions and lack of knowledge of the history andréitare of “little nations”, including
those of Ukrainians.

This example does not challenge the notion of Begdsntelligence. No doubt,
Brodsky was an insatiable reader. His readinghlas been broadly discussed by
many observers: indeed it was extensive. He reaiibdaries and encyclopedias,
and had an excellent memory. He could declaim sebgeheart for hours. He ob-
tained knowledge by “osmosis”, Brodsky joR&dHowever, he could not read Ukrain-
ian, and his knowledge of Ukrainian history andund was incidental. His reading

93 E. Said Kul'tura i imperializm.., p. 267.

94 J. Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmarep. 8.

9 L. ShternBrodskii: Osia, losif.., p. 192.

9% Charles W. Eliot was an American academic andigeas of Harvard University from 1869 to
1909. He also happened to be a cousin of the Natiet-winning poet T.S. Eliot who was the
subject of Brodsky's admiration. On Eliot’s idedsoat a liberal education, see J.S. Ruliing
Making of Middlebrow CultureChapel Hill-London 1992, p. 27-29.

9 Ibidem, p. 28.

98 L. Losev,losif Brodskii.., p.31.
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included everything except the Ukrainian classidsictv became world classics,
such as Lesia Ukrainka and lvan Franko, Taras $teewo and Vasyl Stefanyk, yet
we know that he read Hryhorii Skovoroda's wdPkdis reading lists and the spe-
cial knowledge he acquired throughout his life mighrtially explain his myopic
vision about Ukraine, which made the creation afdnti-Ukrainian poem possible.
A lack of systematic “disciplined thinking” and liogl reasoning in Brodsky (Lo-
sev’'s only criticism) might explain his aggressigss toward Ukraine, a Soviet re-
public that suffered significantly in the bacchdaalf Stalin's genocides against na-
tional minoritie3®°. Associative and irrational thinking (“thinking @®nalogies®?),
conditioned by Brodsky’s personality and his psyobmal abilities, can also clarify
his disconnected rationalizations.

But let us return to Brodsky's imperial consciousse was it indeed grounded
only in culture or aesthetics? There is an imagBrotisky, sitting at home, wearing
a T-shirt with Soviet symbols on it — the infamdwammer and sicki®. This pho-
tograph was taken in 1993, two years after theape#t of the Soviet Union. During
the same time period, disclosing Soviet parapherrai a T-shirt in Russia was
a rarity — people were still celebrating the fdlltloe authoritarian Soviet regirffé
As trivial as it might sound, a T-shirt with thev&&t hammer and sickle symbolizes
the ideological position of its owner. Whether thas a political statement for
Brodsky or a mere manifestation of spatial nosgatgimains unknown. This choice
seems hardly accidental, especially in light of dngi-Ukrainian position. Liudmila
Shtern has recalled that Brodsky was extremelyyfudgen it came to his outfits. He
liked to wear blue Oxford shi#¥, and... apparently T-shirts with Soviet symbols,
which, for some unknown reason, did not becomesigioratic, anti-cultural, and
anti-aesthetical for Brodsky, as the “Soviet” laage did.

Brodsky's great strengths were always his crittbatking ability and apolitical
poetry, yet his creative art to some degree watigipdéd on both sides, in the Soviet
Union and in the We¥P. He was extremely independent and individualigiira-
doxically disapproving Ukrainians’ rights for indamlence and self-identification.
The explanation for this inconsistency might benfuin Brodsky's own words: he
might have still struggled with his Soviet legadileeply entrenched in him and, be-
ing a freed man, was not a free rifan

9 See, for instance, ibidem, p. 30-31, 113; O. ZhkazProshchannia z imperieiu, p. 276.

100 For a discussion about the cluster of Stalin’sogétes in the Soviet Union, see N.M. Naimark,
Stalin’s GenocidesPrinceton-Oxford 2010.

101, Losev,losif Brodskii.., p. 32.

102 5ee the image in Losevissif Brodskii This image is also in Shtern’s book.

103|n an attempt to overcome the Soviet legaciesaidkrissued a law this year prohibiting public
display of Soviet symbols. In contrast, contemppRussia is a different case. Soviet symbols,
including Stalin’s images and monuments, have penlcondemned, but instead, they are revi-
talized by the state and gain popularity in Russia.

1041, ShternBrodskii: Osia, losif., p. 74.

1058, Yangfeldt,Svobodnyi chelovek, p. 94.

106 3, BrodskyOn Grief and Reason: Essay§' ed., New York 1995, p. 34.
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Brodsky was exceptionally consistent in his inéstesicies. Yet, he, like Vol-
taire before him, valued order, rather than chatbéch was evidence of intelligence,
as many of his observers have nétédApparently, his life was always a struggle
against chaos and inaccuracies (linguistic, semapéirceptual) — discrepancies be-
tween thought and speééh One might argue that the poem in question isafribe
examples of this “risky” (Brodsky’s definition) eedvor and struggle. Some of his
poems were a product of aesthetic (linguistic) ch@ugmented by deep emotional
crises; others — a tribute to the classical paedidition. In prose, he explained and
delivered his ideas in a coherent manner but aariparadox was always deeply
embedded in them. Consequently, his activitiesitipos and texts were marked by
highly-structured organization and self-discipliyet often they were spontaneous
and chaotic.

Brodsky’s reluctance to publish the poem “To Ukesnindependence” is not
completely clear. Perhaps, his realization thatduiescious aesthetic and ethical
choice was made at the expense of historical tmthmorality was too uncomforta-
ble for him. Or maybe, his interest in pursuing hastility toward the Ukrainians’
choice was dwarfed by his personal happiness, agari@nd love.

Epilogue

Joseph Brodsky was one of the most gifted Russiatspof the second part of
the last century. A self-made man, he should beiradnmot only as a poet but also
as an industrious, diligent and productive intdllat Yet, a critical distance should
be maintained from his magic aura to understandiinkest aspect of his “Russian
soul” — his anti-humanistic attitudes towards “offieand “lesser cultures”. As Brod-
sky himself has stated: “a hero is always bestrebdefrom a distancé®®. No matter
how one explains Brodsky’s imperial consciousnbsstemains a poet of two of the
most powerful empires of the twentieth century, Wnited States and Russia, although
the Americans were much kinder to Brodsky thanchisntrymef!®. Having observed
both empires and having learned about their cesedthd genocides, he failed to interro-
gate his own nationalism and solipsism, being megeteby the magic and the aesthet-
ics of the Russian language, and the beauty adviais poetic work. Writing the poem
“To Ukraine’s independence” was a tipping poinBirodsky’s literary career when his
desire to disseminate his hegemonic views took allewing a political discussion and
politics to crawl into his poetic space, and pragbiodskovedyspecialists in Brodsky's
works) to defend his humanity for him after histtiea

107 For a discussion about Man vs. Universe, and ovderchaos, see Voltairée Philosophe
Ignorant ed. J.L. Carr, London 1965, p. 16-17.

108 For elaborations of this thought, see ibideml78.

1093, Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmarep. 3.

1100, ZabuzhkoProshchannia z imperieiu, p. 268. In the United States in 1991 Brods&yah
me a United States Poet Laureate, and was graotestdry degrees from Yale University and
Dartmouth College.
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Obviously, for Brodsky the Soviet empire was ansimi and dangerous phe-
nomenon. But a “cultural empire” was something Itptdifferent for him: at the
very least, it was more legitimate, and this notamk deeply into Brodsky’s sub-
consciousness through literature and his exposutettotalitarian regime. To a larger
degree, Brodsky pursued self-interest, making awttvastempts to protect his “cul-
tural empire”, of which he was a part. He once aeladged that “self-interest is
always exercised at the expense of others, whitlsedone by individuals or by na-
tions™1% His poem “To Ukraine’s Independence” confirmsstpbint and serves as
a justification for his intellectual position abaate common Russian space that in-
cluded Ukraine in general, and his “native” Brodyparticular. One of Brodsky’s
commentators has exclaimed: “He would be betteif &f¢ did not write this poem.
This is an embarrassment”. In contrast, Lev Losdiebes that one should not seek
the political or the ideological in Brodsky's poetin generaf? and this poem in
particular — it is simply a sign of Brodsky’s bittess, a loss of a motherland named
Brody that is in Galician Ukraine. “Brodsky creatgscal texts rather than ideolog-
ical texts,” he has claimé#. It seems, however, problematic to read thisasx purely
lyrical one. The term “lyrics” of course might kedefined but what will not fit any new
definition is the intention to offend, which is fiaularly pronounced in this poem.
In addition, Brodsky’s lack of moral commitment antkllectual investment in investi-
gating the Ukrainians’ motivations for freedom aighity cannot be overlooked.

The birth of Brodsky’s anti-Ukrainian poem in 19@2s quite natural if one is
willing to trace Brodsky’s formation of imperial msciousness. One must completely
surrender his or her critical thinking skills or binded by admiration of Brodsky’s
poetic gift to ignore the ideological dimensionhig poem or his worldview. Lev Lo-
sev has claimed that “there [was] no principaletéhce between Brodsky in his daily
life and Brodsky in his poetry**. The poem “To Ukraine’s Independence” highlight-
ed this idea with clarity, representing Brodskyesarloxes and multiple identities.

As history has demonstrated, imperialism facillatemixture and interdepend-
ence of cultures, reinforcing multiple identifi€s At the same time, the phenome-
non fueled ethnocentricity, and national and caltiexceptionalism. In Brodsky,
they manifested themselves as cognitive and pseliigsism, and his inability to sur-
render hierarchical thinking, when it came to a@tuand peoples, other than Russian.
Nationalism and the people’'s wish to separate faosnempire may be criticized on
multiple levels but this wish seems to be ratherebelent in contrast to the empire’s
abnormal control, brutality and abuse employednfarr letting them g8¢. Brodsky

1113, Brodsky,The Post-Communist Nightmarep. 4.

1121 | Losev,losif Brodskii.., p. 165.

113 bidem.

114 1bidem, p. 149.

USE, SaidKul'tura i imperializm.., p. 467.

116 1n his 1993 study on Ukraine’s dilemmas of indegerce, Alexander J. Motyl has aptly noted
that “the sentiments of the colonizers and therdakd do not have equal moral values”. For
a more detailed discussion, see A.J. Mddjlemmas of Independence: Ukraine after Totalita-
rianism, New York 1993, p. 100.
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supported this abnormality, unequivocally and &Kii}. For future generations, his
text will remain a text of Russian culture, andtgaad parcel of an imperialistic affair.

Brodsky valued his language as much as his lifewkie fortunate. He was never
threatened with the loss of his Russian languaddkeainians were threatened with
the loss of their Ukrainian language. He was ndamiliar with the definition of
forcible russification and what it meant, for inste, for Ukrainians. In order to not
feel oppressed linguistically, one has to be ra{setl necessarily to be born) within
the boundaries of an empire and speak the langra@ggdered titular (the main lan-
guage of the empire). Thus, for Brodsky as an érsidhe notion of empire was not
associated with “victimhood or resistanté’as it was for Poles, Ukrainians or oth-
er national minorities. For him, Ukraine was merlgontinuation of Russian space,
as his immigration and residence in the UnitedeStiecame just a continuation of
the same space, as he suggested on many occdsebsought “his Russia” with
him, enhancing the cultural landscape of the Untades through his talent, sorrow
and personal sacrifice. He also brought his cultimperialistic philosophy with
him, which may have been amplified by his nostalg@lings about his past, and the
space and place he left behind. As Zabuzhko h#&g agted, “the nature of empire
is nomadic®8 as well as the culture and philosophy of a caleniBrodsky’s sad-
ness provoked by a feeling of loss of the geogagttiirth place of his ancestors is
by no measure apolitical. Thinking about the pog¢sgraphical movements in gen-
eral, and about his perceptions of cultural gedaydp particular, at the very least
we should interpret Brodsky’s anti-Ukrainian poemthe idiom of his distinction
between “greater” and “lesser” cultures, of hisndmimed sorrow, and of his imper-
fection as a human being.

Writing the “a la Agitprop poem” (using Zabuzhkdi&srm), he failed at many
levels, above all, at a humanitarian level. As phdosopher has suggested, toler-
ance is “the consequence of humarit§”As practice shows, it may take centuries
to remove emotions from people’s minds, when theréugenerations of Ukrainians
are finally able to read and analyze this poem histarical text, which may help
them better understand empires and their poets.

The main argument of Ewa M. Thompson’s work seespe@ally prescient in-
sofar as it relates to Brodsky’s imperialistic beBitodsky was very much a product
of Russian literature and its two-century impeliigrary tradition, not of the Soviet
system per se, which he detested. This traditidp tiew Brodsky’s subconscious
mental map of Russia and its language, the boafenhich were rather rigid. De-
spite the fact the Soviet realities were unbeartdsl®rodsky, Russian literature and
the Russian literary tradition, which for the mastrt replaced these realities for
him, shaped his unswerving view of the legitimacyl aeternity of these borders.
Moreover, a “cosmopolite” and an “outlaw” in his wvwempire, Brodsky invested
a great deal of his own efforts and talent in nainibg the imperial Russian literary

117, Grudzihska-GrossCzestaw Mitosz and Joseph Brodskyp. 156.
1180, ZabuzhkoProshchannia z imperieiu, p. 293.
119 /oltaire, The Philosophical Dictionary, p. 302.
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tradition, an irony grounded in the indestructapibf colonial consciousness and
the resilience of early intellectual upbringing.

Yet there is an even greater irony. Despite thetfaat Brodsky’s anti-Ukrainian
poem is ideologically consistent with Russia’s eatr attitudes toward Ukraine,
Brodsky’s poetry was not recommended for study gy lschool students in Russia.
In their recommendations to the organizers of thdrissian Olympiad in literature
for high school students, the authorities who agponsible for the Russian youth’s
upbringing noted that some literary texts thateetftd pessimism and despair and
were offered to the participants of the Olympiadrevabsolutely unacceptable.
Those who “emigrated and abandoned their Mothetlémahd themselves on this
black list. Among them are Vladimir Nabokov, Josdptodsky and others. Once
again, a poet of the empire was alienated anddideni by the new Russian empife

Brodsky’s fixation on space and time, as well asraperial images, language
and its aesthetics which are directly linked tocgpand time, and his denial of the
historical or politicaldominantain his poetry were two sides of the same coin- His
tory and Politics persistently bleeds through higs, yet admittedly this side of the
coin was less interesting for him. He dedicatedifédo the examination of the oth-
er side of the coin, being fascinated with the lexge through which he could ex-
plain himself. By will and strict discipline, hadd to create a more noble and pure
poetry, sanitizing it from politics. Space, as &y else, became an esthetic char-
acteristic for Brodsky, rather than a feature opdditical entity or governing™
Moreover, any given space was a Russian spacangsas he was there, or he
wanted to be there. Sometimes the coin landedscedlige, and we were able to see,
what Brodsky tried to conceal even from himself.

Appendix A
WNocud bpoackuit
Ha ne3aBHCHMOCTL YKpPaHHBI

Hoporoii Kapn J[Benannarsrii, cpakenue mox Ilonarasoi,
ciasa bory, mpourpano. Kak roBopuin xapraBsiid,

BpeMsI [IOKa)KEeT — Ky3bKUHY MaTh, PYHHBI,

KOCTH ITOCMEPTHOU PaIOCTH C MPUBKYCOM YKPaWHBI.

To He 3e71eHO-KBUTHBIN, TPAYE€HBIH H30TOIIOM,

— )KOBTO-OakuTHBIN peet Haj KoHoTomOM,
CKpPOCHHBII 13 XOJICTa: 3HaTh, npunacia Kanama —
JIapoM, uTo 0e3 KpecTa: HO XOXJIaM He HaJlo.

120 M. Lemutkina,"Okhraniteli” napisali donos na mertvogo Brodskag®KRU”, 3 June 2015,
available at www.mk.ru/culture/2015/06/03/ohranitelpisali-donos-na-mertvogo-brodskogo.html.
121 For a discussion about space, imperialism, mosiernand literary texts, see E. Sadyl'tura
i imperializm.., p. 267-272.
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T'oii ThI, pylIHUK-KapOOBaHell, CEMEUKH B IIOTHOM MeHe!
He Hawm, karjamam, ux oOBHHSTH B H3MEHE.

Camu o o0pa3amMu ceMbJecsT JieT B Pazanu

C 3aJIMTBIMM INIa3aMU JKWJIH, Kak npu Tap3ane.

CkaxeM MM, 3BOHKOH MaTephlo May3bl MeTs, CTPOro:
CKaTepThIO BaM, XOXJIbl, U PYLIIHUKOM JI0pOra.
Crynaiite OT Hac B XylaHe, He TOBOps B MyHJIHUDE,
0 afpecy Ha TpH OYKBEI Ha BCE YETHIPE

croposnsl. [TycTs Teneps B MazaHke xopoM [aHCHI

C JIIXaMH CTaBsIT Bac Ha YETHIPE KOCTH, IOTaHIIbI.

Kak B nemmto 1e3tp, Tak coobiia, Cyk BeIOMpas B yaie,
a Kypuiy u3 6opia rpbI3Th B OMUHOYKY ciarie?

TIpomuesaiite, xoxunbi! [loxxnnu BMecTe, XBaTUT.
IlnronyTh, UTO N1, B JIHUIIPO: MOXKET, OH BCHATH TIOKATHUT,
Opesrys ropJJ0 HaMH, KaK CKOpbIii, ONTKOM HaOUTHIN

OTBEpHYTHIMU %2 yTyIaMK U BEKOBOH 0GHIOH.

He nomunaiite nuxom! Bamero neba, xieba

HaM — [MOJJABHCh MBI JKMBIXOM H MOTOJIKOM — He Tpeba.
Heuero nopTuth KpoBb, pBaTh Ha IPYyIU OIEKIY.
Konuunacs, 3HatTh, 11000Bb, KOJIH ObLIa IPOMEXKY.

UYTO KOBBIPATHCS 3psI B PBAaHBIX KOPHSAX I1aroaom!
Bac poawniia 3eMiIs1: TPyHT, YEPHO3EM C TTOJ30JI0M.
IonHo ka4aTh NpaBa, MIMTH HAM OIHO, IPYToOe.
Orta 3eMJIs He 1aeT BaM, KaByHaM, MOKOSI.

Oii-na neBaja-crerns, Kpais, OaliTaH, BapeHUK.
Bonbie, moau, Tepsun: OOJIbIIE JIFOCH, YEM JICHET.
Kak-uuOynp nepedbeMcs. A 4TO 70 Clie3bl U3 TJIa3a,
Her Ha Hee yka3a xJath 10 JPyroro pasa.

C Borowm, opibl, Ka3aku, reTMaHbl, Bepryxan!
TonpKko KOTIa IPHUIET U BaM IIOMUPATh, Oyraw,
Oynere BBl XpHIIETb, LAaparnas Kpai Marpaca,
CTPOYKH M3 AJIeKcaHJIpa, a He OpexHto Tapaca.

122n the video, Brodsky readsdsxanemvu,” instead of dteépayTvu’.
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Summary

Joseph Brodsky’s imperial consciousness

This article focuses on the formation of an impeaizgd colonial consciousness in Jo-
seph Brodsky, one of the most outstanding Russaaisp Conceptually, this study
should be placed at the intersection of postcolastiadies, social history and cultural
history. More specifically, through the lens of Hslty's individual history and the po-
litical and cultural landscape of the last centuroviet space, it explores his convictions
and mental cultural geographies, and offers expilama of Brodsky’s attitudes towards
the collapse of the Soviet Union, the Russian/Sograpires and his anti-Ukrainian
stance. This paper argues that the term ideolotgealution” is not applicable in Brod-
sky’'s case, and illustrates that his philosophyorldview was rather stiff and inflexible.
Brodsky was very much a product of Russian liteeafand its two-century imperial lite-
rary tradition, and less influenced by the Soviasteam which he largely despised and ig-
nored. This tradition helped shape Brodsky's subcmus mental map of Russia and
its language, the geographical borders of whictewather rigid.
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