3oB k JItogam  The Call to the
Huortkyzna Nowhere Men

Written by Translated from Russian
Alexander Blokhin by Oliver Egger
Wesleyan University
Translator’s Preface*

Little was known about the lyrical work of Alexander Blokhin (1891-
1938 CE) until the recent discovery of a pamphlet of poems by scholar Mikhail
Makorova in the archives at Tyumen State University. Makorova published
the pamphlet, titled (A Couple Kopeks) through Moscow University Press
in 2005. The poems featured in this magazine are not only the first English
translation from ITapa Komeek6 but also of any of Alexander Blokhin’s work.

Blokhin was born in 1891 in Velyki Sorochyntsi, a small town in what is now
modern-day Ukraine. Following the unexpected death of his father when he was
just two years old, Blokhin’s mother moved the family out of Velyki Sorochyntsi
to live with her sister in Saint Petersburg. It can be gleaned from biographical
records and the small archive of Blokhin’s surviving poetry that his childhood in
Saint Petersburg was not an easy one. In a surviving letter from 1915 addressed
to Maksim Nozdrev, a childhood friend, Blokhin writes that, “Those days we
spent in that Swedish city,’ I remember well. The hard whip of my mother’s
lash followed by the harder whip of my aunt’s. I try to remember how that old
apartment looked and I can only smell the rotten food stinking next to the
madeira® my aunt would mix with vodka till it was stronger than aqua regias I

* This collection of poetry is a work of fiction written by Oliver Egger, Wesleyan University, and translated into
Russian by Anton Talsky. Alexander Blokhin is not a real historical figure.
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miss our great city and those days for a flash but then, of course, images return...”

Not much more is known about Blokhin’s childhood. His level of edu-
cation is unknown, but considering his well-respected editorial abilities it
can be gleaned that, at the very least, he attended secondary-school. In his
adolescence, Blokhin worked as an apprentice turner at the Nikolaevsky
Station in Saint Petersburg. In a few surviving letters Blokhin writes
that this job catalyzed his ideological shift toward the Bolshevik party.

In his time, Blokhin was known as an ardent Bolshevik, political organizer,
and editor for a series of important early post-revolution literary magazines such
as Proletarian Culture, Magazine for All, and the Proletarian Avant-Garde. He was
a founding member of the Proletkult and Forge, two experimental Soviet artis-
tic institutions born from the rubble of the Russian Revolution of 1917. Blokhin
is a long missing figure from the canon of early Soviet literature. These poems
will aid literary scholars as well as enthusiasts of Russian poetry to see a more
holistic picture of those turbulent but hopeful early days of the Soviet Union.

Much of Blokhin’s work is inspired by the Bolshevik writer, philosopher,
experimental doctor, and rival of Lenin, Alexander Bogdanov and the playwright
and novelist Maxim Gorky. Blokhin rejected the materialist foundation of Marxism
and instead embraced these men’s philosophical idealism, which is generally cat-
egorized as “god-building.”+ This philosophy, which attempted . to build a new
socialist religion, was based on the concept of of the “religion of humanity,” the-
orized first by German anthropologist and philosopher Ludwig Feuerbach. This
philosophy imagined a human-centered spirituality that stressed the awe-inspiring
power of art and individuals to serve a greater good within the framework of social-
ism. A depiction of socialism as a form of faith that revolves around the sanctity of
humanbeings, rather thanadeity, can be read in much of Blokhin’s surviving poetry.

We know practically nothing of Blokhin’s involvement in revolutionary
politics in the years leading up to the 1917 revolution. We do know he became
good friends with fellow train turner, and later founding member of the
Proletkult, Georgy Konstantinovich Nikiforov. The two men lived together in
Chelyabinsk, where they worked in a carriage workshop. While living together,
Blokhin was drafted to the Russian army in the First World War, but was ofhi-
cially exempted after suffering a serious nervous breakdown. In 1914, Blokhin
wrote, in the only surviving letter to his mother: “I did not tell you but I was
drafted to serve a few months ago. I read about the Battle of Tannenberg*
that same afternoon. The rest that happened to me was unfortunate but only
human. So it has come that I will not have to serve in their army after all.”

Iniory Blokhinbecameamemberof RSDLP (b)’with Georgy Konstantinovich
Nikiforov, the first documented evidence of his revolutionary leanings. In
September 1918, along with fellow writers Fedor Kalinin, Vladimir Faidysh, Pavel
Lebedev-Polianskii, Aleksei Samobytnik-Mashirov, I. I. Nikitin, and Vasili
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Ignatov, Alexander Blokhin helped form The National Proletkult Organization,
known generally as The Proletkult, a literary organization founded on the philos-
ophies of Alexander Bogdanov and Maxim Gorky. In fact, Bogdanov himself
was personally involved in the process of establishing the literary organization.

Blokhin, unlike many of the other writers, published very little of his own
work in his lifetime. Only one of his pieces, “The Blue Stacks”, was published in
Proletarian Culture® which Blokhin co-headed from 1918-1920. In 1920, Blokhin
left The Proletkult and helped found the short-lived but influential intellec-
tual literary group Forge, which helped establish a wide-spread literary scene
in the Soviet Union with Magazine for All and the Proletarian Avant-Garde.

All of Blohkin’s writing, which is contained in the discovered manuscript,
was likely written between 1917 and 1922. No creative writing from his later period
has been discovered or published. Other than his role as a copy editor of the col-
lective novel Big Fires, published in the Ogonyok Magazine in 1927, which fea-
tured his friend Georgy Konstantinovich Nikiforov, there is no evidence that
Blokhin was involved in literary or political discourse after 1922. He continued
to live in Leningrad where he married Victoria Blokhina and had two children.

Despite being a behind-the-scenes figure for his entire literary career,
Blokhin was not safe from persecution. He was arrested on February 13, 1938
in the “case of a conspiracy of writers” during Stalin’s purges against writers,
scholars, party members, and random citizens. His arrest may have still been a
surprise to other former members of The Proletkult due to his small amount
of public visibility. Stalin was extremely distrustful of the “religion of man”
themes which were central to the work of The Proletkult writers and think-
ers. Therefore, every single surviving member of the organization was sen-
tenced for treason, regardless of their level of present activism or literary pres-
ence. Blokhin was arrested and pled not guilty but was sentenced to s-years
hard labor and sent to a The Vorkuta Corrective Labor Camp* on April 14,
1938. His date of death is unknown but it is suspected that he died at the Transit
Camp “Vtoraya Rechka” near Vladivostok later that same year or in early 1939.

These translations were made possible by the generous support of the
Cultural Studies department at Tyumen State University and The Olin Fellowship
at Wesleyan University. In particular, this book would not have been possible with-
out the mentorship of Wesleyan University Professor of Russian, East European,
and Eurasian Studies Susanne Fusso and Tyumen State University Professor in
the Institute of Philology and Journalism, Mikhail Makarova. In addition, my
friend Anton Talsky did a wonderful job with translating this work into English.
I hope this book will open an English speaking audience to this highly under-
appreciated and unjustly forgotten poet. While Blokhin may have seen himself
as nothing more than an amateur writer, there’s no doubt his poetry and per-
spective was a major influence for canonized early Soviet writers and thinkers.
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Footnotes

[r] An extremely unusual nickname for St. Petersburg, although the city was
once the site of a Swedish fortress that connection was rarely made. Blokhin sup-
posedly had a deep fascination with the Swedish history along the Neva river,
which runs through St. Petersburg.

[2] A fortified wine made on the Portuguese Madeira Islands, off the coast of
Africa. Not a particularly common alcohol in Russia during this time.

[3] Aqua regia or Tsar’s Vodka, a mixture of nitric acid and hydrochloric acid
which can melt gold.

[4] BorocTtpouTtensctBo (bogostroitel’stvo).

[5] “If man is to find contentment in God, he must find himself in God.”
From Ludwig Feuerbach’s most famous philosophical work Das Wesen des
Christentums (The Essence of Christianity).

[6] The Battle of Tannenberg, also known as the Second Battle of Tannenberg,
was fought between Russia and Germany between 26 and 30 August 1914, the first
month of World War I. The battle resulted in the almost complete destruction of
the Russian Second Army and a resounding loss of life for Russia.

[7] Russian Social Democratic Workers’ Party (Bolsheviks): the name of the
strand Bolshevik party run by Lenin from 1917 until the revolution.

[8] One of the literary magazines published by The Proletkult.
[9] Exact wording from his initial sentencing papers.

[z0] One of the most infamous Siberian labor camps, functioning from 1932 to
1962.
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CuHue TpyObI

[IpuKoBaHHBI K CMHUM Tpy6aMm 3aBoja,
pabounit meuercs,

CJIOBHO MyXa

Y paMbI OKHa.

Ho npiM pasgenseTcs

Y HUCXOJUT I10]] 3eMb —

K IIOTOKY HeJleJIMMOMY-KPaCHOMY
6e3IyIUIHBIX CBITHIX.

CBATBIX, C Ybeli 65111 el TOXOAKO
OCTAaIOTCS PyOLIbI XKeJIe3HOLOPOXKHBIX ITyTel
Y IUTa4YyInyie B Mep3JIoTe

PSIKU KYKYPY3BI.

CBSTBIX, IPONOBEAYIOM MX:
He B3apIxaii, o pabounit!
KpacHoe CosHIle BCTaéT,

U JOJITUM JHSIM TeM

HeJI0JITO OCTaJIOCh.

YépHBIi1 bIM, CJIOBHO IT€CHH,
06paruT B rpaBmit HaArpo6be TBOE —
JJISI TBICSTY JOPOT,
6e3rpaHMYHO IIPOJIOKEHHBIX
OT OpIOMMXCS HAIIUX cepel]
K COTHSIM IDYTHX.

The Blue Stacks

Nailed to the blue factory stacks,
aworker thrashes,

like a fly against

the window

pane.

But the smoke parts

to reveal way down below—
the unparted red tide

of soulless saints.

Saints who in their walking
wake leave railroad track scars
and weeping rows of corn

in permafrost’s place.

Saints who preach:

Do not sigh, oh worker!

The red-sun rises,

and these long-counted days
are numbered.

Black smoke more like song
will turn your gravestone to gravel—
for a thousand roads,
connecting across borders
from our beating breasts

to a hundred others.
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Myxu

OTUM AYIIHBIM UIOIBCKUM THEM,

Ha CTOJIe THIIY KYCOYKOB caxapa

¥ [IpolIapeHHasi CBMHMHA

7151 TeX HEMHOTMX, KOMY ITOBe3JIO ITOeCTb.
OHu JIoMaloT XJ1e6,

U [IOTSITMBAIOT KPOBB,

BBILIEXKEHHYIO 13 HaIlero moTa.

Ho nmocMorpu: noxxmiibie

XO03s/IKa ¥ IOBapuxa

YILIM, yCTaBIIMe, BMeCTe C COJIHIIEM.
OxHa ocTaIMCh pacaxHyThIMY,
4TOG Hallla MyIIMHast 5CKaJpYIIbsI
HaJleTesIa 11 obJienmia

BCe JIeTHMe 60raTcTBa,

BCe BKYCHOCTM, JJAaKOMCTBA.

Teneps pTHI Be3yHYMKOB-€/]JaKOB
6yIyT HOJTHBI HAIIMX KPBLIAThIX TeJL.

Hame MACLO Tellepb CMENIaHo C X CaXapaMl,

MBI Pa30pBEM JKeJTYIKM STUX 005KOP U3HYTPU.

PasopBéM B kJI09bg
BCeM HaIllM pOeM MyX-J0Ky4aTeJIel.
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The Flies

On a sultry July day,

a thousand beads of sugar

and plates of steaming pork sit
for the lucky few to eat.

They break the bread,

sip the blood,

milled from our sweat.

Butwatch: as the old
housekeeper and cook,
left sleepy by the sun,
leave the windows open,
so our squadron of flies
pour through and grab
every richness of summer,
every delectable morsel,

and the mouths of those lucky men
will be filled with our winged bodies.

Our flesh all mixed with sugar,
we tear the guts of the gluttons.
Torn to shreds

by our tide of harassing squadrons.



30B Kk JIrogsam
Huorkypa

Be1, mopu-Hukro, Huotkya, Boccranbre!
BrIkonmaHHBIE BAMM MOTVJIBI ITOJTHEI,
TeMHUIIBI IT0/I3¢eMHBIE — TOXKE.

C Bac xBaTuT!

Y DOYKM IOTpy3UTe B cazia IPOCTop.
31ech BBETCS CyABObI Balllei IUIOZ;
OpemoBa cenpib. OHa, a He TpsI3b

U He CTHYBIIEE IpeBO KpecTa.

W He 19 cyMepek )KM3HU 3TOT DfeM,
HO JIJIs1 paccBeTa,

I7le Ballla )XM3Hb — 11 eCTh bor.

910 — TO camoe «['me»:

ropopa 1 3aBogbl, 6epésbl 13 KUpIMia U TPYO,
KOpa 13 KOCTel1, TeJI M IbIXaHMs,

YJICTOI'0, CJIOBHO JIEI.

ToBapwmimy, oy, mpobetiTe xe € !
[ToitmariTe CKOJIB3KYIO CeIbAb !

Eé mroxxee, CJ1€3HO-COIEHOE MSICO
JKaXKJeT XPyCTa Balllnx

I10CTa He 3HABIIVX 3y60B.

Xpycra, paloCTHOTO, KaK KapHaBaJl.

The Call to the
Nowhere Men

Rise you no-one, nowhere men!
The graves you've dug are filled,
as are the dank dungeon’s gloom.

No longer, living men!

Dip your fishing rods in the vast garden,
where an Eden of interlacing herring
are your fruits of fate, not mud

or the long-rotten wood of the crucifix.
This Eden is not set for life’s evening,
but rather for dawn,

in the Lord that is your life.

This is the only “where™

the cities, factories, and bounding silver birches,
made of bricks, and stacks, and bark

of bodies, bones, and ice-clear human breath.

So men, so comrades, crack the ice!
Catch the bounding herring!

Its brawny, salt-tear skin

craves the crunch of

your unfasting teeth,

your joyous bite of carnival.
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[ ]s3bIK, CTOJIB HeMO GOpMOYYIIMIA | ]

T'otoc e€, kak Boza, ¥ 3HATH s XO4Y, KaK

oHa ¢ JII060BBIO BeJET 3a coboit. Kak HecoMast ero 110331st MICXOUT
MeX ObIOIMXCs BOJIH, He KacasiCh UX IpeGHeil.
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[TITLE LOST]
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I didn’t mean to.
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] tongue, so silently uttering | ]
Her voice is like water, and I want to know how
she leads with love. How the poetry she carries comes
from between the crashing waves, not riding on their spiny backs.
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