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“LIVING LITERATURE”:  
REVOLUTION, CIVIL WAR,  

MODERNITY AND LIFE IN EXILE 

BEN DHOOGE  
 
 
 
Like other diasporic cultures, interwar Russian émigré culture is character-
ised by an increased awareness of issues of (cultural) identity and memory. 
Without doubt, the most important element that contributed to this aware-
ness is the loss of the homeland, combined with being banished to an es-
sentially alien (and not necessarily welcoming) world and being expelled 
by an ideology that opposed much of what constituted pre-exilic society, 
culture and, hence, identity. In this regard, interwar Russian émigré culture 
is also characterised by increased attention to the very raison d’être of life 
in exile. As such, the year 1917 and its aftermath are omnipresent in the 
emigrants’ lives on the level of politics, society, and cultural production in 
the broadest sense of the word. When looking at the written word alone, 
for example, the events are clearly a very dominant topic in émigré 
historical writings, journalistic and publicistic texts, reminiscences by 
former generals and public figures, and lowbrow literature. 

However, despite their all-dominating nature, the events of 1917 and 
their aftermath are, surprisingly, not a major, let alone an important, topic 
in the mainstream literary production of the time. An exception to the rule 
is the literary oeuvre of the Prague based group, or, more correctly, com-
munity,1   [A hermitage of poets] (1922-1928) or  
(1928-1940). Some of the most prominent members of the young collec-
tive did, in fact, deal with the Revolution and its aftermath in their poetry 
and critical writings, especially during the first ten years of the group’s 
existence. Moreover, the community’s practice is also reflected on in some 
of its members’ critical writings. This young group from the émigré pe-
riphery is all the more relevant, as through its critical writings and literary 
practice it directly challenges the established émigré writers and with them 
mainstream émigré literature. 
                                                 
 Ghent University & Research Foundation-Flanders 

1 L. Beloshevskaya speaks of Skit as a “ ” (Beloshevskaya 2006b). 
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The present paper aims to shed light on how Skit deals with the Revo-
lution and its aftermath and how its views and practice relate to the so-
called “older generation” and their successors. First, it will sketch the 
dominant writers’ disinterest in writing literature on 1917 and what fol-
lowed suit, then it will zoom in on the views of Skit’s mentor and of two of 
its members with regard to the same topic. The main emphasis of the paper 
is on how the views of these young poet-critics are put into practice by 
themselves and other members of Skit. Finally, the paper briefly discusses 
how the views of the Prague community relate to the debate on the viabi-
lity and validity of (a separate) émigré literature. As it is impossible to ex-
haust the topic within the limitations of a paper, the present offering is first 
and foremost an introduction to the matter. 

“Purely literary business” versus “activeness” 

During the interwar years, only a limited number of prose texts (see also 
Foster 1972) and poem and poetry collections devoted specifically to the 
year 1917, the Civil War and their immediate aftermath were published in 
the emigration.2 It is safe to speak of a general disinterest in the topic 
among writers and critics. In some cases one can even speak of an out-
spoken aversion to the events that led up to life in exile. The dismissive 
reaction of the prominent émigré literary critic Konstantin Mochul’sky to 
Aleksey Masainov’s Civil War poem   [The Face of the Beast] 
(1924), for example, is telling. In Masainov’s long and detailed poem (Ma-
sainov 1924), a man kills a soldier of the Red Army who then appears to 
be his own son. Mochul’sky finds the poem all too cruel:  

 
-   , , , -

 [...]    ,   
      [...] 

 
[Masainov’s rabid, bloody, blasphemous lyric-epic poem ... The poet piles 
up terrible words, depicts in excruciating detail scenes of sinister murder 
and chase ...] (Mochul’sky 1925).  
 

Of course, Mochul’sky’s disdain may have been purely a matter of taste, 
to which the violence and chaos of the events of 1917-1922 and their 
predecessor, the First World War, may have contributed. At the same time, 
it is more likely that the critic’s (escapist) disapproval first and foremost 

                                                 
2 For an overview of the prose texts, see Foster 1972, 153-162. For more on this 
aspect, see Dhooge, forthcoming 2017. 
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had been conditioned by the overall negative attitude towards (and, in 
some cases, even aversion to) highbrow literature on the topic that domin-
ated the émigré literary community during the interwar years. Boris Zay-
tsev strikingly describes this general attitude in a claim he made long after 
the tumultuous period: 

 
  –  .  -

  , -  . ,   
 –    –  .  , 

    ,     , 
  . […]   ,   

     , .  
      ,  , 

, , . (Zaytsev 1971, 4)  
 
[Political polemics is the business of publicists. Non-political writers con-
tinued with their own purely literary business. Of course, the current of 
memories turned out to be very strong, particularly among the older 
writers. It is not that the whole past was magnificent, but charming and 
embellishing oblivion was in the air. […] In the literary prose, as well as in 
the poetry of that time, there was very little unmasking, confrontation. The 
peaceful and the poetic in the past were far more attractive than war, blood, 
violence, suffering.]  
 

Zaytsev’s statement suggests at least two cultural mechanisms that may 
have contributed to the overall negative attitude towards highbrow litera-
ture on the topic. The traumatic events of 1917 and the Civil war – the 
upheaval, the violence, the schism in society – were too numerous and too 
severe to discuss within the context of high literature. Moreover, the 
trauma of violence goes hand in hand with a second trauma that easily out-
weighs the first – the very loss of the homeland and everything that is 
inextricably connected to it, from the troubles of emigration to existential 
despair, including the feeling of being excluded from history (Slobin 2013, 
23). This combination of traumas may have demanded peculiar ways of 
dealing with what happened, from disconnecting from the surrounding 
world to resorting to personal experiences, emotions, and memories. 

This certainly matches the remarkable “primacy of culture” that char-
acterises interwar émigré culture (Andreyev 1971, 21). Additionally, this 
also corresponds with the most dominant trends in the literature of the 
time. Think of the “defeatist tendency” of which the poetry of Georgy Iva-
nov, the author of ,   … [It is good that there is no 
Czar...] (1930) is a prototypical example. The same goes for Georgy Ada-
movich’s emphasis on emotions, on “ ” [the simple life], and 
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his conviction that writers should not focus too much on the phenomenal 
world – a reproach that Vladimir Nabokov encountered many times (Shra-
yer 1999, 165-166). And, last but not least, in Russian émigré literature 
there is also a strong tendency towards pre-revolutionary memories and 
nostalgia (Tihanov 2011, 366; Slobin 2013, 25).  

Despite the general aversion for literary writings on the events that led 
up to emigration and life in exile, Skit – or, more precisely, a number of 
writers of the Prague collective – makes those events if not a central 
theme, then at least a prominent and, more importantly, a valid one. The 
group was founded by a few young émigré writers and would become the 

leading group in Russian Prague during the interwar years. The artistic 
community arose in the so-called periphery of the Russian emigration, 
where the “older generation”, which de facto controlled the literary scene, 
did not have as much influence as in the cultural capital of the Russian 
emigration, Paris. It was a loosely organised and heterogeneous group of 
young poets, prose writers and critics, guided by the elder Al’fred Bëm, a 
critic, scholar and literary historian. In terms of ideology and artistic 
orientation, Skit was very open-minded, also with regard to Bolshevik cul-
ture,3 in contradistinction to the vast majority of émigré artists. 

Accordingly, the young Prague community did not feel constrained to 
thematise a topic that the established writers did not deem fit for literature 
– the Revolution and its aftermath. However, this only applies to the 
1920s. By the end of the 1920s, there was a generational shift in Skit. 
Older members left, while younger writers joined the collective and gene-
rational differences started to cause serious frictions. As a result, Skit’s 
output covers two distinct periods: the 1920s and the 1930s. The main dif-
ference between the two periods is the dominant genre – narrative poetry 
for the 1920s, but lyrical poetry for the 1930s (Malevich 2005b, 17-18, 
Beloshevskaya 2006b, 74). 

It is not entirely clear how much influence Skit’s mentor, Bëm, had on 
the young writers of Skit, but it is beyond doubt that some of their ideas at 
least converge with their mentor’s views on society and the arts. Bëm 
holds that people need to be “active”, that is, that they need to be aware of 
and involved in what is happening in the surrounding world and that they 
need to try to influence the course of events, to help change and/or build 
the world. For Bëm, one of the most powerful means to achieve this goal – 

                                                 
3 See, for example, Aleksandr Turintsev’s article on Bolshevik poetry,  -

  [The poetry of contemporary Russia], in which the poet-critic 
is very positive about and devotes a lot of attention to the Futurists, young prole-
tarian writers, and – most of all – Boris Pasternak, Sergey Yesenin and Nikolay 
Tikhonov (Lebedev 2007). 
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“ ” [activeness] – was art. For that reason, art should not, Bëm 
states,4 focus on the (narrow) ‘I’ alone – the self, its feelings and its perso-
nal problems. Instead, it should focus on the (broader) surrounding world 
(Malevich 2005b, 6, 12-13, 15; Beloshevskaya 2006b, 25-26, 73-74). 

In his discussion of “activeness” Bëm does not really delve into con-
crete details or examples. There are some general references to the émigré 
context, but they are far from essential to Bëm’s general idea. The oppo-
site is true for two of Bëm’s pupils, Aleksandr Turintsev and Vyacheslav 
Lebedev. Turintsev and Lebedev voice very similar views on the contents, 
function and role of contemporary émigré literature in several articles that 
were written in the second half of the 1920s and the early 1930s. Like 
Bëm, they stress the need not to observe merely one’s personal world and 
emotions, but to focus and, hence, influence the surrounding world, 
instead. As Bëm’s pupils take the émigré context as their point of depar-
ture, they focus first and foremost on the differences that exist between the 
writers of the dominant older generation and those of the younger one, 
more specifically – their different attitudes towards the present and the 
surrounding world. On the whole, both mentees hold very similar views, 
but they nonetheless emphasise different aspects, both in terms of motiv-
ation and realisation. 

Narrating 1917-1922 

In his 1926 article      [On Russian wri-
ters in the emigration] Turintsev claims – quite provocatively – that there 
is no “contemporary” émigré literature (Turintsev 2007c, 240). On the one 
hand, there are only the “old names” (“  ”), and no new 
names or groups come up, nor are there any discussions or practical at-
tempts to create new forms, genres, schools, and so forth. In short, he 
states, “   ” [there is no literary life at all] (Turin-
tsev 2007c, 241). 

The established writers were, of course, more than worthy, but the 
problem was, according to Turintsev, that they ignored and/or trivialised 
the recent past and the present – apparently, as supposes Bëm’s mentee, 
because they felt cut off from their homeland (Turintsev 2007c, 242-243). 
They do not write about the emigrants themselves, their moods, nor about 
exile as such. Alternatively, as Turintsev writes, with a clear reference to 
Masainov’s criticised poem: 

                                                 
4 Bëm makes this claim in his 1922 article     -

 [Literature as a special form of activeness]. 
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 […]     «  
»   […].    […]  .   

      , 
 ,       -

 (   : –    ). (Turin-
tsev 2007c, 243) 
 
[The émigré writers […] just turn away from the “face of the beast” of 
those years […]. Even the appearances of the emigration […] have not 
appeared yet. Neither the individual colourful types, nor the moods, nor the 
tragedy of brokenness and the absence of a clear path in the emigration (or, 
if one wishes the opposite: – the emotionalism of its high mission) have 
found their artistic realisation.]  
 

For the poet-critic, this attitude was problematic. As he expresses it in -

 .     [Literary life. On the 
new Russian literature] (Turintsev 2007b)5 this attitude prevents émigré 
literature from being “modern” or “contemporary”, even if that literature is 
written “now” or if the heroes of that literature are confronted with con-
temporary situations:  

 
[…]       .   

   ,    , – .   
 . (Turintsev 2007b, 233) 

 
[[…] a book does not become contemporary due to the moment when it is 
written. Neither does it become contemporary due to the time of the action 
or due to the situation, in which the action takes place. Wearing a klobuk 
[hood] does not make one a monk.] 
 

Readers, Turintsev claims, look at contemporary literature not just for its 
aesthetic value, but also for its cognitive value: they assume that a contem-
porary writer is equally involved in the present time in all its aspects as 
they themselves are but that the writer through his or her “ -

 ” [artistic intuition] can reveal what they themselves 
cannot. Literature (and art in general) does not only have an aesthetic 

                                                 
5 Turintsev’s article gives a solid overview of the present tendencies in Bolshevik 
literature. It is telling that the editors of the journal added a note to the critique, 
stating that they did not agree with Turintsev’s views, but that they had decided to 
print the article only because it provided an interesting overview of contemporary 
Soviet literature (Turintsev 2007b, 233). Turintsev speaks only of high literature 
and denounces middlebrow writers like Pëtr Krasnov and Nikolay Breshko-Bresh-
kovsky, who wrote actively but in clichés about the past events. 
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function, it is also “   ” [a means for the cognition 
of life] (Turintsev 2007b, 234). In the emigration, the reader could only 
rely on the biased émigré press, clichéd stories or nostalgic literature 
(Turintsev 2007c, 243). 

What the emigrant reader receives from the then-established writers, 
Turintsev asserts, is aesthetically pleasing, but useless literature. He does 
not get any reflection and guidance or insights, neither on past events nor 
on the present. It is too early, the poet-critic claims, to write great novels 
on the recent past and the present, but in poetry or short stories it should be 
possible to do this (Turintsev 2007c, 243-244). For Turintsev, Bolshevik 
literature was exemplary in this regard, for by narrating the Revolution and 
the Civil War it helped those who had experienced the events or who tried 
to understand them (Turintsev 2007b, 233-234; Turintsev 2007c, 243-
244).  

 
[...]   ,     ,   

,   .   “ ”   -
,     ,    . -

       
   . (Turintsev 2007c, 244)  

 
[[…] one thing one cannot deny is that literature in the Soviet Union lives, 
that it is both a needed and a living literature. It is not “new” in terms of 
formal tricks, but exactly by the virtue that it treats the new material. The 
academic polishing after all does not compensate for the psychological 
archaism of the majority of pages by the émigré writers.] 
 

The message is clear: émigré men and women of letters, too, need to 
tackle the surrounding world, to write “  ” [living lit-
erature], that is, literature that deals with the “  ” [living 
people], the “  ” [living epoch] (Turintsev 2007b, 234, 236).  

The most obvious way to achieve this goal is, of course, by creating 
literature (but not reading matter) that deals with the disruptive events of 
1917 and their immediate consequences. Some members of Skit – mostly 
those members, male poets, had lived through the events as soldiers – held 
the same opinion and acted correspondingly.6 Turintsev’s  
[Cavalry] (1925, Malevich 2005a, 93-95), for example, is an ode to the 
cavalry, the most beautiful part of the army: 

 

                                                 
6 Turintsev had served in Yudenich’s army, Sergej Rafal’sky was a soldier in 
Wrangel’s army, Lebedev was a veteran of the Voluntary army. On the lives of the 
members of Skit, see Malevich 2005a; Beloshevskaya 2006a. 
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,  ,  
    !  

 
[Extreme beauty, tsarina cavalry,  
Who would not bow for your beauty!]  

 
Immediately after this laudation, however, the action shifts to the “ -

 ” [martial fields] – and the battle: 
 

  ,   
 ,  ! 

  
[More and more severe, more and more energetic 
She rushes, towards the feeble, without sorrow!]  
 

She seems unstoppable, but Death / the enemy nonetheless takes his share: 
 

    , 
   ?! 

 … , , 
  , 

, –  ... … 
 
[Who would not make way with caution, 
Who would stand on the road?! 

Only one… She crumples… 
Having broken off the last gallop 
Of many, many, with her scythe – onto the ground.] 
 

Nonetheless, the cavalry pushes harder and rushes forward, “   
” [as an angry demon]: 

 
  ,  

  – ! 
 
[The lethal cavalry rushes,  
the enemy’s head of the cavalry is dead] 
  

Another example is Turintsev’s  [An episode] (1923, Malevich 
2005a, 92-93), which narrates in detail an episode in the spring or autumn 
offensive on Petrograd by the White North-Western Army in 1919.  

Lebedev, too, wrote several poems narrating the Revolution and its 
aftermath, such as   [A Cavalry Ballade] (1925, 
Malevich 2005a, 101-106), which is a cynical story in verse, telling of 
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how a cavalry captain leaves with his squadron and is ambushed. The sole 
survivor, the captain finds shelter at a farmer’s house, escapes his pur-
suers, thanks to the farmer’s daughter, wanders around looking to return to 
his army, but is eventually shot by his own troops. In the poem, lots of de-
tails of the war are presented: from the captain’s suffering to the situation 
at the Whites’ headquarters.  

Another example is Sergey Rafal’sky’s  [Riot] (1924, Malevich 
2005a, 27-28). The poem primarily deals with the moral aspects of the 
events – the Russian Revolution is nothing more than an ordinary revolt 
aimed at seizing power, not at improving the lives of the people – but also 
gives detailed insight into the events themselves:  

 
      , 

[…]  
      

     , 
 ,   , 

     , 
    . 

 
At nearby prisons the aching weeping of women has not fallen silent, 
[…] 
Who will remember all the fighters at the barricades 
and who has forgotten the alarming crackle of executions, 
the crackle of machine guns, the orchestra of steel cicadas, 
and the spatters of bullets at the stone arcades, 
and a body that has collapsed in convulsions.  
 

, however, goes further than just describing the events. The poem 
also zooms in on how the émigré community deals with these past events 
that have actually determined their future. Despite the fact that most try 
not to remember them – or perhaps never really experienced them – they 
nonetheless flare up whenever the events are mentioned, whenever the 
raison d’être of their lives in exile is touched upon: 

 
     ,7 

    , – 
    , – 
  ,     – 

      ! 
 

                                                 
7  comes from the French pépère, “grandpa, daddy, elderly person” 
(Malevich 2005a, 27). 
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In the bar the old man does not know anxiety, 
the forgotten riot does not worry his ears, –  
one does not need to break cement for the barricades, – 
but only an instant, oh only a moment –  
and harder than stone become the hearts and souls! 

Narrating modernity 

The Revolution and its aftermath, of course, are just one aspect of the emi-
grants’ lives, albeit a quintessential one. While for Turintsev “living litera-
ture” first and foremost relates to the events themselves (i.e. what led up to 
life in exile, but also how one deals with the past while living in exile), 
Lebedev understands the term in a broader sense. In Lebedev’s view, “liv-
ing literature” covers the present the author lives in (the same “  -

” [living modernity] as in Turintsev’s articles) – that is, not 
only the events that led up to exile and possible reactions to them, but also 
everything that came after emigrating: the new reality, the émigré com-
munity’s new context, life in exile in modern Europe, life in the post-1917 
world. 

However, there is an important caveat here. In his 1931 article  

  [Poetry and Modernity], Lebedev states that merely 
including elements of the present or modernity is insufficient. Instead, mo-
dernity in all its aspects, or “living modernity”, should be accepted as an 
indisputable, natural, self-evident reality, inherent to modern man’s life. 
For that reason, modernity should not be treated as something negative, 
nor can it be sung of with admiration, as that would imply that it is not 
accepted as something normal. Lebedev names the Eiffel Tower as an 
example. Just naming the tower in a piece of literature written in the 1920s 
does not make that text modern by definition. (Moreover, for the Parisians 
the Eiffel Tower is nothing new, and modern man is not easily amazed.) 
What does make that text modern is including the many people jumping 
off the Paris landmark to commit suicide and the measures the French 
capital takes to stop the suicide attempts (Lebedev 2007, 279-281). For the 
same reasons, Lebedev does not consider Vladislav Khodasevich’s -

  [European Night], which is full of references to modern 
European realia, modern, as it is – at least in Lebedev’s eyes – mostly 
negative about that new reality (Lebedev 2007, 281). 

European modernity is a much-neglected topic among most émigré 
writers, young and old, claims Lebedev (Lebedev 2007, 281). In émigré 
newspapers and journals, of course, life in Europe is a recurring theme 
(though one could argue about whether it is discussed mostly negatively or 
rather in a more balanced way). However, and here we see the same 
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discrepancy we encountered in Turintsev’s articles with regard to writings 
on the Revolution and its aftermath, most established émigré writers and 
their successors, such as the poets of  [Numbers], do not really 
cover their life in Europe. If they write at all about modern life, Lebedev 
says, they write about it as something unnatural, or they focus on it in 
order to vent their negative appreciation of the new circumstances or of 
how things have evolved. Instead of embracing the new reality, the majo-
rity of émigré writers first and foremost created aesthetically appealing 
literature and literature in which abstract and eternal themes took up a cen-
tral place, but in which the “      -

” [external contemporary world of things and relations] was 
no longer a valid theme: “    […] -

         
    ” [the younger émigré poetry almost unani-

mously rejected modernity in all its manifestations and aspects as a theme 
for poetry] (Lebedev 2007, 279; cf. also 281). 

Embracing modernity, being modern, albeit in their own, specific 
context (“ [ ]   ”), however, is a charac-
teristic the classics share: Homer’s Odyssey, Pushkin’s   

[Eugene Onegin] and   [To the Slanderers of Russia], 
Gogol’s  [The Government Inspector], Tolstoy’s    

[War and Peace] and, lastly, Mayakovsky’s poems all are “modern” to 
Lebedev’s mind (Lebedev 2007, 282). Being “modern within a specific 
context” is a necessity, as literature is “     -

 ” [a spectacle of eternal emotions in modern 
scenery] (Lebedev 2007, 282). Emotions are eternal, but the setting is not. 
Not embracing reality, but taking up eternal themes instead, Lebedev 
warns, implies a constant repetition of the same emotions in an identical 
setting and, hence, inevitably leads to a devaluation of literature, to a 
clichéd literature: “   –     

” [to deny modernity – means to deny literature as well] (Le-
bedev 2007, 282). 

Of all the members of Skit, Lebedev is the most consistent in creating 
poetry that deals with the new reality of life in Europe. Key in Lebedev’s 
poems is the need to accept life in exile, at least for the time being. In  

  [On a distant journey] (1926-1928, Malevich 2005a, 116-
117), for example, Lebedev makes it a central theme: life in Russia and 
life in Prague are very similar and despite the fact that his memories tell 
him that everything in Russia – the North – might have seemed better, he 
still accepts life in Prague as an inevitability (and simultaneously secretly 
lashes out at the older generation and its successors who idealise the past). 
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  ,     , 
 ,  , 

   
    . 

 
–  ,   

   . 
 ,  ,  

,  , 
, ,  . 

   , 
 ,   

   . 
     ?.. 
   … 

 
–     

    . 
[…] 

  …  – . 
    

  … 
 
[Still in the same way, in Tula or in Prague, 
Does it rain, do the woods rustle, 
Do young voices 
Sing in the evenings in the ravine. 
 
– It is possible that the northern days 
Are even more lilac-coloured and silent. 
And it is possible that the windmills, 
The reed roofs, the fields, the roads,  
The squeak of waggons are akin to the heart.  
The chapel gently sloping on the bridge, 
And the pale-blue evening snow  
Under the tender pink sunset. 
But what can I do?… 
It is as if I would contend with inevitability itself… 
 
In the same way those who travel to the sea pine  
For the days on shore. 
[…] 
Well, then… The journey is long.  
And the heart obediently studies 
The words of a foreign language…] 
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Lebedev and his colleagues not only look at their immediate surroundings, 
but also at the broader European context. They regularly draw on recent 
European and/or world events, which corresponds with Lebedev’s idea 
that the emigration should also embrace its new reality. Hence poems like 
Mikhail Skachkov’s   [Cloud ships] (Malevich 2005a, 
210-211), which sings of the Battle of Penang in the First World War, 
when a German cruiser secretly sailed to the harbour of the Malaysian 
state Penang and sank two allied ships – a Russian and a French one. Le-
bedev’s     [Expedition to the North Pole] 
(1930, Malevich 2005a, 157) narrates the rescue efforts for Umberto No-
bile’s airship Italia, which crashed in the Arctic in May 1928, whereby the 
famous Norwegian explorer Roald Amundsen went missing. Another 
example is   1929 . [European September of 1929] 
(1930, Malevich 2005a, 153), a dense and collage-like poem with a larger, 
pan-European range, which cryptically narrates some major events of 
September 1929: the Devonport shipyard having to wait to start building a 
new cruiser because of the negotiations for a new treaty between France, 
Italy, Japan, the United Kingdom and the United States aiming to prevent 
an arms race (the agreement, the London Naval Treaty, was signed in 
1930); the adoption of the third Geneva Convention; the old French cruiser 
Jeanne d’Arc being replaced by a new one with the same name; the Graf 

Zeppelin’s first tour around the world and the “Großflugtag” in Kiel, when 
the Graf Zeppelin and other airships and airplanes were to be viewed at the 
Friedrich Krupp Germaniawerft; Lenin’s mausoleum being rebuilt in 
granite, Bolshevik soldiers guarding the mausoleum with bare bayonets 
(“ ” or “ ”) and/or wreaths of gladioli (“ ”) being laid 
down at the entrance to the mausoleum. All these events of world im-
portance are, however, put in their true perspective, as the world just con-
tinues, regardless of what is happening in it: a mouse scratches around in a 
poor émigré writer’s apartment in green Prague; and night falls, ousting 
major events like revolutions and bringing to naught cultural differences 
(hence the different units of length): 

 
     , 

,    
   

   . 
  , ,  , 

 ,   , 
     , 

    … 
 
[While in green Czechia, 
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By night, in a poet’s garret  
A mouse scattered its armour 
On the relics of the fading summer. 
And in the fields, rounded, like a saucer, 
Meters, feet and sazhens on, 
The night advanced, darker and more pompous than revolutions, 
Under the rumbling sky, singing loudly and protractedly.] 
 

Besides current events, elements of modernity – high-speed trains, zep-
pelins, elevators, ice breakers, jazz music, and so on – are also abundant in 
Lebedev’s poetry and in poetry by other members of the artistic commu-
nity. It is important to note, though, that these elements of modern times 
function mostly as common elements of European life instead of some-
thing Lebedev and his colleagues hate or, on the contrary, adore. See, for 
example, Lebedev’s  [High-Speed Train] (1924, Malevich 
2005a, 100), in which the lyric I travels “east”, “      

” [to the land of red fezzes and kaftans], “    
” [on the wings of a powerful high-speed train]. His destination 

is Bosnia and Herzegovina, with its muezzins, the Drina and the snowy 
Cincar. In this “eastern” location, where there is no place for boredom or 
spleen, he hopes to revive himself: 

 
  ,   ,  

     . 
 
[I all of a sudden came to life again, 
There is no boredom or spleen here.]  
 

The poem is not about the contrast between modernity and non-modernity, 
between the high speed train and idyllic life and nature in the Balkans, 
about the differences between West and East, but rather about the 
complementariness of the two seemingly opposed spheres: a quick means 
of transport, which is able to bring the poet to his beloved Bosnia, but 
which will also bring him back to Prague. As such, Lebedev’s poem is not 
an ode to modernity, but rather just an acceptance of modernity tout court. 
Elements of modernity are equally important and “normal” in other 
poems, like Alla Golovina’s   [At the cinema] (1931, 
Malevich 2005a, 343), which narrates a visit to the cinema and the lyric 
persona dating someone, or Vadim Morkovin’s … [Morning…] 
(1929, Malevich 2005a, 449), on a concert that the lyric persona reads about 
on a poster – “  ” [a white smudge] – in the street – and that he 
attends till late. At night he returns home, worse for wear. 
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Acceptance of modernity in all its aspects does not mean that reality 
cannot be questioned – that is, not the facts or realia (that would be against 
the idea of living literature) – but how people behave within that reality 
(which corresponds with the idea that one also has to influence the course 
of events). In   [Judgement Day] (1929, Malevich 2005a, 
143), for example, Lebedev depicts the coming of Judgement Day. The 
people on earth do not expect it and make a fuss. The angels understand 
the people’s modern situation and promise that nobody will be excluded 
from Paradise: 

 
 ,   ,  

,    . 
 
[They answered amiably, that in the end,  
of course, everybody will get to heaven.] 
 

Nonetheless, all the people are still unhappy, each for his or her own petty 
reasons – women cry (but admire the angels’ wonderful wings, spears and 
trumpets); those who are in love regret that it will be their last night and 
dawn, and that they have lost their precious time courting; men are angry 
that they will not be paid for this week’s work and that they will have to 
miss Sunday’s football game. Only an old beggar woman seems to under-
stand fully what it is all about: 

 
   , 
  ,   – … 

 
[Stood up happy and cheerful 
For she had found out that God exists…] 
 

Besides people and society, Lebedev also criticises political systems and 
those in charge of those systems. In   [American 
Landscape] (1929, Malevich 2005a, 151-152), for example, Lebedev 
depicts the United States as a country in which conservatism and racial 
inequality are major forces. The Prague poet accuses the then president 
(Herbert Hoover) of being racist and unwelcoming towards newcomers:  

 
      

     .  
[The president ponders over the purity of the race  
And drowns ships with emigrants in the sea.]  
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Also Lincoln is suggested to support, or at least not to oppose, racial 
inequality:  

 
[ ] [ ]     

    
 
[[The wind] [t]angles Lincoln’s bronze hair 
Over the black bootblack.] 
 

Other often highly contrasting aspects that are dealt with are the conserva-
tism of the United States, its social inequality (an old mechanic working 
hard at the airfield), its success stories (business magnate John Rockefeller 
and aviator Charles Lindbergh, who gave a boost to commercial aviation 
by flying over the Atlantic), its entertainment industry (rum and whiskey, 
boxing, Palm Beach, dance halls, the tango), and so forth. 

Narrating the future 

Lebedev’s views on the relationship between literature and reality, and on 
the importance of reality for the existence of literature, of course, differ 
considerably from Turintsev’s. Nonetheless, both views are complimen-
tary manifestations of one and the same basic idea. Firstly, both Turintsev 
and Lebedev insist that one must write about reality, that one must be 
involved in the “present life”. Hence, it should not be surprising that both 
Turintsev and Lebedev focus first and foremost on cognition as a basic 
element of “living literature”. Secondly, both poet-critics also claim – al-
beit in a less explicit way than Bëm – that writers must influence the de-
velopment of the surrounding world, something that can only be achieved 
through cognition. Hence Turintsev’s use of the term “literature” as a 
“means for the cognition of life”: one must know, accept and discuss the 
present world in order to be involved or to be able to change it. Turintsev 
and Lebedev perceive different ways to achieve this “activeness”. Turin-
tsev explicitly states that literature can play a therapeutic role by helping 
people to understand and come to terms with the recent past. Lebedev 
implicitly points in the same direction, but suggests an additional ap-
proach: the need to name, experience, accept and, thus, digest the present – 
that is to say, life in Europe. 

Both modes of “activeness” are rather passive, however. While Turin-
tsev and Lebedev do not really theorise on this matter, they – and with 
them other members of Skit – also foresee a more active way to achieve 
“activeness”: to look behind and try to understand how the present and the 
past are related, on the one hand, but also to look ahead and try to think of 
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the future, a field that among writers of the older generation and its direct 
successors is largely beyond reach. A modest example is Lebedev’s -

  [Bloody Rose] (1922, Malevich 2005a, 96-97), which deals 
with the English Wars of the Roses. By itself, it is quite an unusual theme 
for the time, especially within the émigré context. However, the links with 
the Russian events are obvious: Reds versus Whites, and the Reds even-
tually winning. At the same time, however, the ending of the poem also 
leaves some hope for the future. As the Reds approach, a White countess 
sacrifices herself to save a sick White knight by committing suicide. Her 
blood colours the white rose on the knight’s helmet. When the Lancas-
trians arrive, the knight is considered one of them and is saved: 

 
  –    

  … 
 

… … –   … 
   –  

[…]  
 
[…] 

     – 
  … «  !..» 

 
[One blow – and I will paint 
That rose with my young blood… 
 
A movement… a shout… – and blood runs like a cascade… 
The rose is burnt by the blush –  
[…] 
 
[…] 
Lancaster himself approaches the sick knight –  
He had a look at the rose… “He is one of us!…”] 
 

Within the émigré context, the poem can be read as an assumption that the 
White emigration sacrifices itself for the future generations, who will be 
embraced again by the adversary, or that there will be a kind of reconcil-
iation between the opposing parties.  

Assumed links between past and present thus have the potential to 
offer a (careful) peek at the future. Aleksey Eysner’s    

    [In that terrible year wolves howled protrac-
tedly] (1927, Malevich 2005a, 273-275) narrates Napoleon’s 1812 cam-
paign against Russia and Russia’s eventual counteraction and subsequent 
victory. The poem ends with the statement that now there is a new, “  
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 ” [different terrible time] – that is, Bolshevik rule and life 
in exile, which are equally as catastrophic for Russia as Napoleon’s inva-
sion. However, there is one major difference: this time there is nothing one 
can do but accept the fate of exile. Nonetheless, the poem also implies that 
keeping alive the memory of the victory over Napoleon may eventually 
lead to the emigrants striking back and gaining the upper hand: 

 
      , 
    . 

 

 ,    
  .   . 

     
   . 

 
      

     
     
  : . 

 
[But we cannot quickly put our foot in the stirrup, 
We cannot cheer until we get hoarse. 
 
With downcast eyes, on the path of exile, 
We trudge like paupers. We are miserable and silent. 
And only in our solemn memories 
We breathe in the sweet-scented smoke of the past. 
 
But I will never decline my right 
To recall in my ears the sound of victory, 
And to revive the fall and glory 
In that great name: Napoleon.]  
 

Often the link between past and future is more obvious. Rafal’sky’s , 
for example, not only contains a moral judgement on the past (the French 
Revolution was a noble thing) and the present (the masses will not benefit 
from the October Revolution), but also hints at a possible, apocalyptic 
future. The corrupted Russian Revolution, claims Rafal’sky, will soon be 
followed by the Revolution of a “great Guest”, who is “already at the 
gate”: God. That moral revolution, however, will be very different from 
the previous one and bring justice, just like the noble French Revolution 
once did: 

 
    , 

      ! 



Ben Dhooge 37 

,    , 
   , 
  ,    , 
    , 
    ! 

 

[the great Guest is already at the gates, 
and soon the stones will start to howl and croak! 
O, let us not forget the thunder-gurgling dream, 
and the majestic tramp of millions, 
and the screams of bullets, and the scarlet splash of banners, 
and that unruliness of the mad times, 
and the deadly shout of superhuman glory!] 
 

Lebedev’s    [Verses on England] (1929, Malevich 2005a, 
128) works along the same lines, but has a different, European scope that 
is essentially just another realisation of the poet-critic’s idea that “living 
literature” should focus on the surrounding reality, in this case – life in 
Europe. The poem narrates all kinds of sordid events in which the British 
Empire was involved during the 1920s – support for the White movement 
during the Russian Civil War, British troops being sent to Shanghai in 
order to protect the international population in the city after the Shanghai 
Massacre of 1927, Tangier’s status as an international zone in which Great 
Britain played a dominant role, British rule in Singapore, major British 
influence in independent Egypt, and so on. By doing so, the poem hints at 
the imminent defeat of the British Empire, the last of empires to disappear 
in the new era – “    ”. Besides, the poem also 
suggests that Bolshevik Russia will benefit from the end of the British 
Empire and will take its place in the East:  

 
     , 

   , 
      

,   !?.. 
 

[Are not yours those chests of cartridges, 
That were left by the Whites in Rostov, 
And does not Moscow keep them ready to hand for you, 
Transporting them to Canton!?...] 
 

There are many more examples,8 but the very height of this type of 
“active” poetry are the long, complex visionary poems by some of Skit’s 

                                                 
8 For example, Aleksey Fotinsky’s  [Demonstration] (1928, Male-
vich 2005a, 76-80) or Turintsev’s       … 
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members. Think of Eysner’s  [Cavalry] (1928, Malevich 2005a, 
280-284), which predicts a Eurasianist future for Europe: Russians take 
the lead in a barbarian Eurasian raid on Europe to “uncivilise” it, repeating 
past battles and sieges that were decisive for Russia’s development. Lebe-
dev’s    [Poem of Bygone Years] (1928, Malevich 
2005a, 132-142), then, predicts a Westernist future, whereby Europeanised 
Russian émigrés will colonise Russia with European culture. Furthermore, 
the poem draws parallels between Napoleon’s eventual defeat and the 
imminent defeat of the Bolsheviks.9 

Narrating “living emotions” 

One would almost forget that in their critical writings both Turintsev and 
Lebedev stress another manifestation of cognition as well, one that at first 
sight resembles what they actively denounce: lyricism, emotions, memo-
ries and even melancholy and nostalgia. Both poet-critics touch upon 
emotions as one of the many aspects of the “living present”, but they do 
not really focus on it. Instead, when discussing an “alternative” to the 
Parisian literature – which abounds in emotions – they seem to pay more 
attention to the tangible facts. Nonetheless, emotions are also crucial to 
their views. Turintsev refers explicitly to it when he discusses the need to 
help the people grasp what has happened: “Neither the individual colourful 
types, nor the moods or the tragedy of brokenness and the absence of a 
clear path in the emigration […] have found their artistic realisation” 
(Turintsev 2007c, 243). Lebedev, then, claims that literature is “a spectacle 
of eternal emotions in modern decorations.” (Lebedev 2007, 282) Naming, 
experiencing, accepting and, hence, digesting the present – i.e. life in 
Europe – helps to understand the emotions that the recent past and the 
present have invoked (even if these emotions are not very different from 
those that previous “present times” had caused). 

One may be inclined to consider this an illogicality, as Turintsev and 
Lebedev actually resist the literary production of the older generation be-
cause it focuses too much on the emotions of the individual. The main 
problem with mainstream émigré literature, however, is that it does not 
include the most basic form of cognition – insight into and acceptance of 
modernity. Instead, the “living present” is kept out of high literature and 
banished to ego-documents, middlebrow literature and, most of all, non-

                                                                                                      
[Since recently more and more often it seems to me …] (1924, Malevich 2005a, 
90-91). 
9 On these poems, see Dhooge, forthcoming 2017. 
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literary texts (cf. also Foster 1972, 159; Blinova 2012, 334). The only 
kinds of cognition, then, that are to be seen in the established literature are 
the individual’s emotions and his private experiences. On their own, 
however, these by definition do not have the potential to affect the 
surrounding world. Moreover, the tendency towards memories and nostal-
gia focuses, if one follows the logic of Skit, on the opposite: not the “living 
present”, but rather on the “dead past”; not cognition, but rather oblivion; 
not acceptance, but rather resistance or rejection. 

In any case, the absence of such topics in Skit would actually be 
strange. After all, Russian émigré literature is a trauma-induced literature, 
which makes mourning and grief over what has been lost as essential to 
life in exile as the new reality one ends up in. Hence, those emotions also 
need to be cognised – i.e. named, experienced and accepted in literature – 
in order to achieve the intended involvedness and influence. Literary 
creations in which mourning and grief play a role can be equally “modern 
within their own context”, as long as the primary condition for creating 
“living literature” is met: to name, accept and, hence, digest the “living 
present”.  

In Sergey Rafal’sky’s poem  [Fatherland] (1926, Malevich 
2005a, 41-42) the poetic persona reflects on his exilic experience in 
general and the act of remembering the homeland, in particular. The 
discovery of new worlds outside Russia initially fills him with interest and 
enthusiasm, but soon those feelings are replaced with melancholy. With 
time, thinking back on the lost homeland becomes an increasingly painful 
activity, but also an increasingly affectionate and tender one:  

 
 ,    
   , 

    
   , 
   , 
    … 

[…] 
     
   ,    , 
     

 ,   
    , 

 ,  . 
 
[From time to time you think of her, 
Abandoned and poverty-stricken Rus’, 
With increasing pain and increasing tenderness,  
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Of her sad fields,  
Of her protracted periods of snow, 
Of the old church in the cemetery… 
[…] 
And that sadness we will take with us 
To the new world, as to a new house, 
And on the fields of the new planet 
We are fated to dream about her, 
With increasing pain, with increasing tenderness, 
Our land, the stern star.] 
 

Another example is Aleksey Fotinsky’s ,   ,  , 

… [No, I am not yours, not of this city, not of these parts…] 
(1926, Malevich 2005a, 76). In the poem, the lyric I emphasises that he is 
a stranger in the city and that he cannot write poetry about city life: “ -

     ” [I cannot sing the stones’ praises]. Instead, he 
prefers to write on nature, which is dear to him (“ ”). The last two 
lines of the poem make clear that the contrast between city and country-
side is just one aspect of the poetic persona’s “foreignness”. The poetic 
persona is twice a stranger: a stranger in the city, but also an emigrant: 

 
 – - .    ?  

, ,    . 
 

[You were mine, once. But whose are you now?  
O, motherland, I am your distant poet.] 
 

There are also quite a few cases where a positive or at least a non-rejective 
attitude towards the new reality is combined with mourning and grief. A 
particularly telling example is Sergey Rafal’sky’s     -

  [I am ridiculous in my strange suit] (1922, Malevich 
2005a, 26-27), which deals with a specific consequence of being an emi-
grant. The poetic persona, badly dressed when compared to the rivals in 
his new town, is convinced that the local girls are not interested in him, as 
he is 

 
 ,  

  -    
 

[a gloomy wanderer  
who is always sunk in sad thoughts about his fate] 
 

All the poetic persona can do is think back to a romance he had earlier 
with a Russian girl and dream about her. The longing for the girl of his 
previous romance is as strong as his other desire: “   
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 ” [the miracle of the Resurrection of my Homeland]. None-
theless, the poetic persona is not negative about his new environment. The 
girls are pretty and wanted (“    ”). The po-
etic persona is saddened, despite being in or near a loud café chantant and 
despite the twilight of a spring evening – pleasant things that actually 
should distract him: 

 
  –   , 

 , ,  , 
 ,   ,  
    . 

 
[I only have one big dull wound,  
only a pain tormenting me like a delirium,  
even here, near the loud café chantant,  
even in this spring twilight.] (italics are mine – B.D.) 
 

Emotions, melancholy, and grief are, of course, not always the central 
element. Much more often, emotions and facts go hand in hand, even in 
visionary poems like Lebedev’s   , which contains 
quite some passages on the beautiful past and the grief and mourning 
caused by the Revolution and exile.10 

The future of émigré literature 

Within the specific émigré context, with established writers dominating 
the literary scene and emerging writers struggling to get a forum, the 
Prague critics’ position is not just another literary credo, but also or even 
more so the product (or anticipation) of a generational clash. Turintsev and 
Lebedev latch onto a debate that occupied the émigré community during 
the interwar years – the debate on the viability and validity of an émigré 
literature, which is directly connected to the grand discussion on one or 
two literatures in which major writers and critics, such as Mikhail Tsetlin, 
Georgy Ivanov, Georgy Adamovich, Vladislav Khodasevich, Zinaida Gip-
pius and many more took part. 

Turintsev sticks to the very obvious by criticising the older generation 
for failing to help the emigrant community to understand and digest the 
recent past, a goal that he and other members of Skit do hope to achieve. If 
émigré literature does not become “living”, if there will not be a new 
generation of writers that will deal with reality, Turintsev claims, then 

                                                 
10 On this, see Dhooge, forthcoming 2017. 
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Russian literature will continue to exist solely in Bolshevik Russia. Con-
vinced by this, Turintsev directly attacks Zinaida Gippius / Anton Krayny 
for claiming that émigré literature is the sole real Russian literature (Turin-
tsev 2007c, 240-241). Lebedev suggests that there can be no valid future 
literature if writers fail to embrace the surrounding world or, in this case, 
the reality of life in exile in all its aspects. As the first generation and its 
successors actually largely do exclude that reality and prevent other 
writers from emerging (Lebedev 2007, 278), they, if one follows 
Lebedev’s logic, risk devaluating literature. This, then, would essentially 
jeopardise the creation and further development of a fully-fledged, viable 
Russian émigré literature. Put differently, in Lebedev’s conception the 
older generation has no role of importance to play in the future of Russian 
émigré literature if it continues to shield itself from the surrounding world: 
it will not help to create a future independent émigré literature, but rather, 
in its current form at least, will prevent such literature from emerging and 
maturing. 

The question remains, then, what the ideal path to a viable émigré 
literature would look like. Is it enough to accept the “living present” as it 
is and to write about it, as a main theme or otherwise, to hope for a return 
and to maintain Russian identity in the meantime, like Turintsev11 and 
other members of Skit do? Or do the emigrants need to become part of that 
new reality, which may possibly affect their (cultural) identity? Lebedev’s 
critical writings suggest that just including reality into literature is suf-
ficient. His poetry in general and his    in particular, 
however, seem to point to a bigger commitment. Ideally, the emigrants 
needed not only to tolerate life in exile, but also to learn from their new 
environment – that is, to obtain a European education (hence learning the 
language in   ), to absorb Europe’s (democratic) values 
and to get rid of their “Asiatic” characteristics. The ultimate aim of all this 
is not to renounce Russian identity or to become fully European. On the 
contrary, the Russian emigrants had to enrich their cultural identity in 
order to be able to return to Russia and to reclaim and civilise it:12 

 
  

   . 

                                                 
11 Turintsev explicitly states that he cannot stop being Russian: “    

,       .  ,   -
…” [I cannot tear myself away from my homeland, I cannot lose the common 

language I share with her. Listening to myself, I listen to Russia…] (Turintsev 
2007b, 239). 
12 On this topic, cf. Dhooge, forthcoming 2017. 
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  . 

[…] 
 
[…] 

   : 
  –  ! 

  ! 
  ! 

 
 –   

   
   

 . 
    

  
    

   . 
 

   
    

,   
,  . 

 
     
 ,  , 

    
  .  

 
[Universities roar 
With the rumble of Russian heels.  
About the springs of Czech cities 
Russian poets sing.  
[…]  
 
[…] 
One cannot change one’s fate:  
On your knees – for Europe!”  
Away with rude bragging!  
Away with Asiatic laziness!  
 
Look – work leading to selflessness  
And heroic ennui  
Guard the ordinance of freedom  
For the problematic grandson. 
And on the days of Catholic saints  
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Your descendants will bear out for their nursery school  
A solemn barricade  
Of the charters of civic liberties.  
 
And a different, happy army  
Of a quiet, steady era  
Will learn to play  
In the sand of the playgrounds of the Republic.  
 
And when finally, one day, we can return  
To the wild, native fields,  
In the backwoods of Tambov villages  
We will build Eiffel Towers.] 
 

Lebedev’s poem is, of course, first and foremost a Westernist utopia. Its 
contextual message is very clear, however: the path that the older gene-
ration has chosen (and, in Lebedev’s view, has imposed on the whole 
émigré community) is a counterproductive one. 

Despite the poet-critics’ ambitions, the concept of “living literature” 
did not stand a chance against the dominant Parisian position. Even within 
Skit itself, as time went by, the “Parisian way” became more and more 
popular and eventually gained the upper hand. The very constellation of 
Skit definitely facilitated this: the group’s heterogeneity, some prominent 
figures leaving for Paris in the second half of the 1920s, the generational 
shift within the collective, the continual Parisian disdain for the periphery, 
and so forth (Malevich 2005b, 17-18, Beloshevskaya 2006b, 74).Whether 
that model was just very dominant or whether it was far more appealing to 
the cultural community that originated in a double trauma, remains 
unclear. In any case, by the 1930s “living literature” was no longer a topic 
in Prague, with few exceptions. The older generation continued to do what 
it did before, and the younger Parisian generation chose another path (on 
this see Livak 2003). If one now wants to read high literature about the 
Revolution, the Civil War and even life in Europe during the 1920s, there 
is not much written by émigrés. Whether émigré literature really did 
devaluate, as Lebedev feared, or whether emigrants were not able to digest 
the past events and modern reality are yet entirely different questions.  
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