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MOTIF OF WORLD TRANSFIGURATION
IN IVAN ZHDANOV’S POEM ORANS* **

Andrea Grominova
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Trnava, Slovak Republic

In the works of the contemporary Russian poet Ivan Zhdanov, religious motifs,
images, and ideas are intertwined with the philosophy of seeking answers to the
‘eternal’ questions of life and death, faith and breaking away from God, and good
against evil. Referring to the analysis and interpretation of his most poignant
poem Orans, the article demonstrates the author’s metaphysical approach to the
perception and transformation of the world and humanity. As in all Zhdanov’s
works, in this poem there are two worlds, i. e. the divine and the human, which
the author strives to unify and transform. The poet considers love, hope, and
forgiveness the fundamental way to reconfigure human experience, which
is also apparent from the very title of the poem, Orans. This is a symbol of
forgiveness, embodied in the person of the Mother of God, whom the author
calls “hope for ultimate forgiveness”. Themes of pain and suffering, an integral
part of human existence, are intertwined in this poem, as well as among many
others in the author’s oeuvre. Elements of Christian axiology are among the
main pillars of his artistic world, which is filled with a desire for spiritual revival.
In addition to biblical motifs (the Archangel, the Last Judgment, etc.), we also
observe reliance on the folk tradition of the Eastern Slavs (Pokrov Day or the
Intercession of the Theotokos). In addition to decoding individual images, the
article also pays attention to the poetic style, rhythmic composition, rhyme,
and complex metamorphic language which make the poet a representative of
metametaphorism/metarealism/neo-baroque. The relationship between the poet
and memory, or poetic mission, plays an important role in the poem.

Keywords: modern Russian poetry; transformation of the world; metaphysics;
Orans; Ivan Zhdanov.
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poiBa ¢ Borom, fo6pa u 3ma. Ha ocHOBe aHa/mM3a 1 MHTEPIPETALIUI €10 CAMOTO
IIPOH3UTENIBHOTO CTUXOTBOpeHuA «OpaHTa» IOKa3aH MeTahM3N4ecKuil Iof-
XOf] aBTOpa K BOCIPISITUIO U TIPe0OpakeHNIo Mypa. B cTuxorBopeHun mpu-
CYTCTBYIOT iBa MMpa — Bo)KeCTBEHHBII 1 4e/TOBEYECKIIL, KOTOPbIE OH IIBITAETCA
o6benuHNTD U Hpeobpasnutb. OyHZAMEHTAIBHBIM IyTeM K IMPe0OpasKeHNIo
03T CYUTAET T000Bb, HANEK/Y, IPOLIEHIIE, YTO B KOHEYHOM CUeTe BbITEKAeT
13 CaMOT0 Ha3BaHMA CTUXOTBOPeHM:A. OpaHTa AB/IAETCA CMBOJIOM IIPOIIEHNA,
ONUIIETBOPEHHBIM B bokbell Matepn — «Hafe)X/I0il Ha BCENpolIeHbe». Jfe-
MEHTBI XPUCTUAHCKOM aKCUOIOTMY CTAaHOBATCA OJHMMM U3 IJIABHBIX CTOJIIIOB
KapTHUHBI Xy/I0>)K€CTBEHHOT'O MMPa [T03Ta, HAITOJTHEHHOT'O JKe/TaHMEM JIyXOBHOTO
BO3POXK/IeHIIs Ye/IoBeKa. MOTHUBBI 60/ M CTPaiaHusI IIPENCTABIAIOT HEOTHEM-
JIEMYIO 4acTb ero cyijecTBoBanust. Hapsny ¢ 6ubnerickumu obpasamu (ApxaH-
rert, CTpaIIHbLIL CY/| 1 T. A.), TAKXKe BXXHO OOpallieHe K HaPOIHBIM TPaIULIMAM
BOCTOYHBIX C/1aBAH (mpa3gHuKy Ilokposa). KpoMe meKomypOBKU OTHeE/IbHBIX
00pa3oB, yhe/sieTcsi BHMMaHME IIOITOJIOTMYECKUM IIpyeMaM, PUTMUYIECKO
KOMITO3UINY, prdMe U CTOKHOMY MeTaMeTapOopUIecKoMy sI3bIKY, O/1aroapst
KOTOPOMY [JAHHOTO [09Ta OTHOCAT K IIPeACTAaBUTE/SIM MeTaMeTaopusma/Me-
TapeamaMa/He0O6aPOKKO. BaXXHYI0 pojIb B CTUXOTBOPEHMUI UTPAET BOIPOC OT-
HOLIeHNI mosTa 1 ITaMaATy, 1y e MO3TNYeCKOro Haclequs.

Kntouesvle cn06a: coBpeMeHHast PycCKasi MI0331s1; IpeobpaxkeHIie MIIPa; MeTa-
dusnka; «OpanTar; ViBan JKnaHos.

Ivan Zhdanov is one of the most prominent and “difficult” modern
Russian poets supporting the principles of metaphysics. His poetry is deep,
serious, paradoxical and distinctly intellectual: it builds a multi-layered
image of the world, seeking to convey the unity of all things. Turning to
the poem Orans, we will read a poetic message based on a rethinking of
religious images.

Questions of religion and faith often arise in Zhdanov’s interviews and
essays. To a question from V. Polishchuk about whether modern poetry
and Orthodoxy can be considered compatible, Zhdanov replied: “Speaking
of Russian poetry, it can be said that it is inseparable from Orthodox
consciousness, since these two layers are strongly interrelated. Not only
was it born out of Orthodoxy itself, its roots are there.” [[Tommyxk]." The
poet reveals the reason for his repeated appeal to the beginning of things:
“And in our time somehow the conditions were set in such a way that
existence began to need some deep justification. That is, a person must go
back to what preceded this being, in such plans as the unconscious, the
mythological, and so on” [Tuxonos]. In an interview with D. Bavil'sky, he
admits: “I believe in the immortality of the soul, therefore I have no doubt
about the resurrection. I rather doubt that I will come into existence again
like Vanechka, with the ears and nose. Yet it does not interest me — since

! Hereinafter, the translations of Zhdanov’s poems and quotations from scholarly articles
belongs to the paper’s author.
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this is regarded as something transitory, it will pass” [baBmnbcknii]. On the
basis of what has been said, we can state that the poet does not doubt the
existence of God. He perceives him as an unchanging and eternal essence.
In contrast, he regards himself as a concrete subject who is a shaky and
unstable being that belongs to a certain period of time. To the question
of V. Tikhonov “What should a poet transfer if, as you say, he should be
a conductor?” [Tuxonos], Zhdanov answers, “What to transfer? What God
commands must be transferred. Here everything is the same as always”
[Tam >xe]. Thus, according to Zhdanov, a poet is an intermediary between
man and God. In these terms, the following question of V. Polishchuk is
interesting, as it states whether it is possible to consider poetry, the search
for feelings in words, as knowing God: Zhdanov answers: “If you take art
seriously, sooner or later you will find out that it is connected with religion
and knowledge of God. Let us take the work of any poet. What do we usually
say? These poems are about love, these are about nature, and these are about
creativity. But the poet does not have such a division. It’s all about the same
thing. This is a single process of knowing. You can call it knowledge, you
can call it knowledge of God. It’s like looking into the same well. Behind
one infinity there is another, behind it - the third, etc. And there is no end
to it either” [[Tommmiyx].

Zhdanov comments on the insertion of Christian images into modern
poetry: “When I published my first book in 1982, there were big problems.
I do not even understand how it was published. The editor of the book
said that all the same censorship will take away my crosses and my God.
But surprisingly, the word God was removed only in one place — where
it was written with a capital letter. These and some other categories were
necessary for me to generalize. Although from the perspective of an
enlightened Orthodox, I surpassed myself. But this is not due to trends.
I was interested in categories of sin, guilt, and their correlation. In the
second book, Hepasmerroe ne6o (The Inconvertible Heaven), I explored the
category of relativism through my poetic possibilities. I was interested in
why modern man does not have such clear contrasts as in the olden days
or whether there is among modern believers truth - lies, light — darkness,
good - evil. In modern man these concepts are blurred, so love, for example,
is not opposed to hatred, but, let’s say, jealousy. Something emotional, even
everyday routine” [Tam xe].

In her dissertation Memagusuxa éceeduricmea 6 noasuu V. XKoarosa
(The Metaphysics of Unity in Zhdanov’s Poetry), O. N. Merkulova comes to
the conclusion that “in Zhdanov, the reconciliation of the world as history
and the world as eternity takes place in the unique formula of suffering
humanity” [Mepkynosa, c. 56]. In her opinion, Zhdanov describes the
action-packed and intense process of transformation of the unity of the
worlds in the spiritual act of suffering, which is understood as love, hope,
forgiveness, and mercy. The researcher considers pain and suffering
as a sign of the truth of existence in Zhdanov’s poetry. The situation
“together” is the essence of human existence as a human [Tam xe].
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A detailed examination of Zhdanov
as a poet of total unity is presented in
the monograph of O. A. Dashevskaya

A T Mucgpomesopuecmeo B.  Conosvesa
Xy U COTMOBVLEBCKULL MeKCm 6 Nod3uu
2 i S gea XX sexa (V. Solovyov’s Myth Creation

and Solovyovs Text in 20™-Century
Poetry). She explains that Vladimir
Solovyov entered the consciousness
of Russian culture as the creator of
the concept of God-manhood. He
_ presented the evolution of the world
Wpan X & . asa “God-man prqcess” and as t_he

23 history of the reunion of man with
BO3AY. : God [[Jawmesckas, c. 8]. The researcher
COMUMERE v writes:  “Sophian ~ God-manhood
2 acquires from him the status of truth,
goodness, and beauty thanks to the
presence of the eternally feminine

Cover of I. Zhdanov’s Air and Wind. principle that affirms the perfection

Compositions and Photographs. 2006 of the transformed cosmos” [Tam e,

c. 8-9]. Through the Virgin in the
poem Orans, there is transformation and forgiveness in order to achieve the
purification of the soul, which, according to Dashevskaya, is the only way to
embrace the world as a whole. At the same time, she comes to the conclusion
that “in the work of Zhdanov Christian consciousness is not expressed, it
can rather be called universalistic (extra- and over-confessional); and yet the
ethical parameters (coordinates) of the contemporary spiritual world are set
by generally accepted cultural and historical notions; Zhdanov’s picture of the
world is built up against the background and in connection (in dialogue) with
Christian axiology, including it in itself as part of the spiritual experience of
mankind” [Tam xe, c. 111].

Modern Russian researchers of Ivan Zhdanov’s poetry pay attention to
religious motives in his work. The fact that Zhdanov in his poetry continues
in the line of Russian philosophical-religious thought stemming from
Solovyov is a key point in N. S. Chizhov’s dissertation ITossus Meana JKoa-
Hosa: npobnemot noamuxu — The Poetry of Ivan Zhanov: Problems of Poetics)
[UpkoB, c. 52]. The spiritual symbolism, spiritual realia and spiritual values
intertwined in Zhdanov’s are demonstrated in the theses of E. A. Knyazeva
(Memapeanusm kax HanpaeneHue: Icmemu4ecKue NPUHUUNGL U NOIMUKA —
Materialism as a Trend: Aesthetic Principles and Poetics) and A. A. Tokarev
(ITosmuxka pycckozo memapeanusma — The Poetry of Russian Materialism),
as well as in the papers of S. M. Kozlova («Boxecmaennuviii mnadereu»
6 noasuu M. ®. )Koarnosa — “The Holy Child” in the Poetry of I. E. Zhdanov),
O. N. Zaytseva (Konuenuyus Boxecmeennozo 6 meopuecmee Vsana )Koano-
8a — The Conception of the Divine in the Work of Ivan Zhdanov) and others.
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The title image (Orans) means “the one who is praying” and unites
various iconographic images of the Mother of God, also known as Panagia
(Most Holy), Great Panagia or Sign. Orans is a symbol of forgiveness in the
face of the Mother of God, extending hands in prayer for the whole human
race. It still remains one of the most common stories in Christian art [Bo-
Xbsl Marepp Opanra].

The first stanzas of the poem go thus:

3a 3ByKOBBIM 0apbepoM, B CTIOEHOM CYrpobe aroHuit

JIyHa OOTAHYTA KOXKeil MOJIALIEN TBOEI! JIaJOHM.

31ech IIyIIb 3aTMeBaeT IIYIb, BEeTBUCTYIO KPOBb Kpy1lIa,
3[,eCh TOPCTDb KaK YePEHOK YIIaBIIero HaB3HIYb HOXA.

3a 3ByKOBBIM OapbepoM 13rub BO3BPAILEHHOI CTAN

OYepTUT TBOE JINIIO KOJIOALIAMY IYHHBIX CTATYIL,

ThbI BXOJVIIb B KaXX/IbII1 M3 HUX CMEPTBIO MOEIL U BCeX.

TaeT MOPO3HBIII HepB — He BBIITYCKaeT cTpax... [XKpaHos, c. 88].

The long lines of the six-beat accentual verse sound solemn and
mournful. Each line is divided by a caesura into a hemistich. In the first
stanza, all the first (“left”) hemistichs draw a completely remote world -
the soundless (3a 3ByxoBbIM 6apbepom/Beyond the sound barrier) moon,
doubly “deat” and with a flat face covered in leather, like the handle
of a fallen knife. The second (“right”) hemistich transmits deadly suffering,
the agony of man. Here the images are very visually concrete: puffy
snowdrifts, a palm, a divaricated blood circulation system, and a knife.
The double-repeated adverb of place “here” suggests that the dying person
is almost beyond the earthly world, in a lifeless “lunar” world.

The second stanza, starting with the same word combination as the
opening stanza (3a 3BykoBbIM Oapbepom/Beyond the sound barrier),
is a description of the Virgin. The metabol “..n3rn6 Bo3BparenHoit crau /
OYepTUT TBOE JINL0 KOJOAIaMM TyHHBIX cTatyil (...the arch of the returned
flock / will delineate your face with the wells of the lunar statues) can be
perceived as a halo shining above the head of the Mother of God. But it can
also be interpreted that the Mother of God enters the moonbeams, the wells
of death, death of “moeit” (me), and “Bcex”. (all) The final line, “TaeT Mopo3-
HbIIT HepB — He BbimyckaeT ctpax’ (The frosty nerve melts — does not release
fear), is contrasted with the preceding ones by more intense intonation:
together with the clear syntax, the monosyllabic words (ueps, cTpax) (nerve,
fear) before the caesura and at the end of the line make up a total 12 syllables,
whereas the number of syllables reached 13-16 in the previous lines.

Poetic motifs develop a movement from top to bottom, from the world
of the lunar non-being (death) to the earth. The third stanza is the most
poignant in the poem. It begins with an exclamation-appeal: “you” is
first named as “Marepb ckop6samas” (grieving Mother): she is “ITamaTp”
(Memory), “BeuHoe orpaxkenbe” (eternal reflection) and “Hagexna Ha Bce-
npouenbe” (hope for forgiveness).
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Martepsb ckopbsmas, ITaMATb, TbI — BeYHOE OTpaskeHbe

Ha THEBHOII Tpy6Oe ApXaHTea, HafieXX/ja Ha BCEIIPOIIeHbe.
Pa3BspKelb BEpXHIOK BOAY KaMEPHBIX UINH OBITHA,

Ha [TokpoBa BepHeTCs TONONMMHAs cBafbba TBoA... [PKnaHoB, c. 88].

If you look at the verb order (3aTmeBaer - Kpyma - ouep-
TUT — BXOJMIIDb — TaeT — He BBIITYCKaeT — pasBsDKelb — BepHETCS — 00-
paTwics — IpOLIENIECTUT — MPeoOPasUTCs — MPOCTUTCS — MPOCTUTCS /
eclipses — destroys — delineates — you enter — melts — does not release -
you untie - returns — turned — whispers — turns into - forgives — forgives),
the only two verbs in the second person of the singular immediately
become visible, which helps the lyrical subject turn to the Virgin: “sxo-
puup” (you enter) and “passsbxemn” (you untie), which signal calm and
liberation. Thanks to the presence of the Mother of God, the wrathful
trumpet of the Archangel announcing the Last Judgment appears to be
pacified. The mentioned holiday is Pokrov Day, when in the folk tradition
of the Eastern Slavs, the end of autumn and the beginning of winter was
celebrated. From the point of view of etymology, it is connected with the
first snowfall covering the earth, indicating the proximity of the cold winter
[ArankuHa, c. 127-128]. In addition, it also corresponds to the beginning
of evening gatherings and the autumn wedding season: therefore, the word
“wedding” is found in the line. The Protection of the Most Holy Mother
of God - the omophorion - bestows liberation from enemies and protects
life. Pokrov Day is a great Orthodox holiday celebrated by the Russian
Orthodox Church. One can agree with the opinion of M. G. Milyutina and
A. I. Milyutin (investigating this poem as ekphrasis), who state that “the
text na Ilokposa eepremcs mononunas céadvba meosi (when the holiday
of Protection of the Mother of God comes, your polar wedding returns)
refers us to the icons of the Novgorod version of the TTokpos IIpecssToii
Boropoanuisr (the Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God). In these
images, as if in a section, the temple is represented, and under its arches the
Mother of God is depicted in a prayerful pose” [Mumoruna, MunoTus,
p. 115]. V.N. Lossky and L. A. Uspensky explain the meaning of this icon the
Protection of the Most Holy Mother of God in the following way: “In our
icon the Mother of God is depicted as standing on a small cloud: she rises
in the air above the crowd of believers. Dressed in Her ordinary maphori,
she raises her hands in the Orans gesture, which expresses her prayerful
intercession. The two angels hold a great veil over the ends, rising above
it like a vault” [JTocckmit, Ycrrenckuii, c. 229]. The icon of the Protection
of the Blessed Virgin unites two worlds, heaven and earth.

In the third stanza, the soundless “rmyums” (wilderness) is replaced
by the sound of a pipe, densely compressed, hard “snowdrifts” are covered
by poplar fluft (representing the soft first snow, waxing the earth on
Pokrov Day), the lifeless cold is replaced by water, and “agony” is replaced
by a “wedding” The fourth stanza, which completes the poem, depicts
the transformed world, the saved life:
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IllertoT HOYHOII TPYObI Ha CBETY 0OPATUIICA B CTIOBO,

cdepa mpoIIeNIeCTUT CMATBTON PEBECHOI CTaBHI,

Ky614eckux 06/1aKOB IIpeoOpasnuTcs B3BeCh.

Mupy npocrurcs raet. Heby mpoctutcs Boich [JKpaHos, c. 88].

Night's “rbma” (dark) is replaced by days “cer” (light). An angry
trumpet is heard in a whisper and then in the rustle of poplar foliage
(cvmanbrel mpeBecHOl) (Wooden smalt). Milyutina and Milutin note that
“in the iconographic tradition of the Mother of God, her clothing is
filled by light: she is depicted as a large assistant, which is an expression
of the streams of grace of the Holy Spirit poured upon the Blessed Virgin
at the time of conception... In the mosaic icon Hepywumas cmena (The
Inviolable Wall) (Kiev, St Sophia Cathedral, 11™ century), circles of light
seem to pour onto the Mother of God, visually repeating and embodying
the metaphorical image of wells of lunar statues [provided by] I. Zhdanowv...
The image of Orans (the Inviolable Wall) is unambiguously referenced by
the line mentioned at the end of the poem: the sphere will whisper with
the fame of wooden malt, as this is a mosaic icon” [MunroTisa, MunoTu,
c. 115]. We note, in turn, that Zhdanov does not literally reproduce the icon.
He replaces “cmanbra” (smalt, pieces of opaque glass) with the living leaves
of the tree (an archetype of the World Tree).

In the last stanza, we find the most important figures defining the
composition in the icon, namely the circle (cdepa/sphere) and the
quadrilateral (xy6uueckme ob6maxa/cubic clouds). M. G. Davidova and
E. Shlychkova argue that the geometric shapes in the icon have a theophanic
meaning. In their opinion, the combination of a circle and a square (an oval
and a rhombus) is a symbol of the union of the Divine and the human
[HdaBuposa, [llnprakosa]. It can be assumed that Zhdanov strove to express
this union, possibly due to the Mother of God’s prayer from the heavenly
world for the forgiveness of all the sins of the earthly, human world. The
final line of the poem is rhythmically similar to the eighth line (Taer mo-
PO3HBIII HepB — He BbllycKaeT ctpax / The frosty nerve melts, does not
release fear), but has the opposite meaning, claiming total-unity: “Mupy
npoctutcs ruet. Heby mpocturcsa Boich” (The world will say goodbye
to oppression. The world will say goodbye to skies).

L S

Taking into account the opinions of other researchers, we will add that
the grieving Mother in Zhdanov’s poem not only “reconciles” earth and
heaven, flesh and spirit, and Divine and human, but also gives poetry a role
in the process. In one line, Zhdanov places the words “ITamsars’, “croBo”, and
“cmaBa” (Memory, word, and glory), while the woody foliage recalls those
“leaves” on which the poem is written. The poet is, according to Zhdanov,
a witness and keeper of the memory of the miraculous transformation
of the world: the poetic word allows each reader to relive the difficult process
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of winning compassion and love over sin and death. We have already noted
the balanced rhythmic composition of the poem, in which four stanzas form
two parts, mirroring and reflecting each other. The nature of rhyme attracts
attention: a pair rhyme divides each quatrain in two and a caesura divides
each line into hemistichs. The rhymes are inaccurate, but the resonance
of the pre-accent sounds are rich: aronuit — 1afjoun, cran — CTaTyit, CI0BO —
CTaBBI, B3BeCh — BBHICH (agonizing — palms, flocks - statues, word - glory,
slurry — upwards). This rhyme is not “mechanical’, but emphasizes the
difference in words that have a similar sound to make one listen and think.
The “sound barrier” is overcome by the glory and prayer of the Virgin,
recreating the transformation of the world by the word of the poet.
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