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Footnote to an Epigraph

Es braust der Wald, am Himmel ziehn
Des Sturmes Donnerfliige.

Da mal’ ich in die Wetter hin,

O Mddchen, deine Ziige.

[The forest rages, in the sky go

The stormwind’s thunder-flights.

Then | paint into the weathers /into the storm/,
O maiden, your features.]

1.

These lines from the poem “Dein Bild” by Nikolaus Lenau,* chosen by Pasternak as
an epigraph to “Cectpa mos — xu3np” [My Sister — Life], are even more appropriate
to that volume than has yet been pointed out.
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In her 1988 book on “Cectpa Mos - xu3Hb", 2 Katherine Tiernan O’Connor discussed
the significance of this epigraph, with a particularly interesting demonstration of the
relation of the elusive girl-figure in it to Helene’s veil in Goethe’s Faust Part Two,
and of how this links with Pasternak’s poem “/leBouka” [(Little) Girl] through that
poem’s epigraph.®>  But the force of the stanza’s important third line was neglected.
Efim Etkind, in his article “TTactepuak u Jlepmonros» [Pasternak and Lermontov;
published 1991], rightly noted that the third line “myst [Tacrepraka — nmporpamMmua» [is
programmatic for Pasternak] as it expresses his conviction that “nos3us — He
JUTEpaTypa . . . a MPUPOa, MHAYE TOBOPS — caMa XU3Hb" [poetry is not literature . . .
but is nature, in other words life itself.]* Seven years later, Elena Pasternak, though
referring only briefly to the Lenau epigraph, noted, in her article “Jlero 1917-oro

roga” [Summer 1917], that it “c yauBUTENbHOM TOUHOCTBIO NIEpEACT 3aMbICENl KHUTH

0 peBoIOIIMOHHOM Oype 1917 roza, B KOTOPYIO BPUCOBBIBAET aBTOP YEPThl CBOEH



mrobumoii” [conveys with amazing exactitude the idea of a book about the
revolutionary storm of 1917 into which the author sketches the features of his
beloved].> The words «spucossiBaer B . . .” [ draws, or sketches, into . . .] aptly
record Lenau’s meaning and are closely related to what will be argued below.
Whether the drawing is into the storm of revolution or into the storms of nature may
be debatable — what is essential is that the action relates to, goes out into the real
outside world; so this develops Etkind’s argument. Elena Pasternak does not say

more about the epigraph itself.

Only after finishing a first draft of this “Footnote” did I discover the article by S.N.
Broitman, “Onurpags! B kaure b. [lacteprnaka «Cectpa Most — xu3Hb»", which
includes a comprehensive discussion of this very topic.® Broitman discusses not only
the Lenau poem whose fourth stanza became the “Sestra” epigraph but also the three
other poems originally considered by Pasternak for the same purpose, as well as the
Verlaine epigraph to the cycle “Kniga stepi”, relating this to the Lenau one. About the
latter some of the main points are made which | too make, and larger related questions
are searchingly addressed. In what follows I now indicate where |1 am in agreement
with Broitman’s article and I have summarised its main argument regarding the Lenau

epigraph.

2.

The unusual force of the line “Da mal’ ich in die Wetter hin. . .” has to do with two
strange uses of German. First: “das Wetter” [weather] is now found only in the
singular, occurrences of a plural” being rare enough to surprise most present-day
readers. The plural means “stormy weather”, whereby the plural form does not lose
its palpability and strangeness. Lenau’s use of this form must certainly have attracted

the germanophone Pasternak with his liking for so many forms of weather.

A highly inaccurate and misleading Russian translation of the stanza appears in the
Notes to the 1965 edition of Pasternak’s poems® and is unfortunately reprinted in the
1989 five-volume edition of the Collected Works;® it runs: “Bymryer siec, no HeGy
MPOJICTArOT I'PO30BBLIC TYUH, TOT'Jd B ABMKCHUU 6ypI/I MHE BUOATCA TBOU A€BUYbU
yepThl” [The forest rages, storm-clouds fly past over the sky, then in the movement of

the (storm)wind your girlish features are visible (literally: are seen) to me]. 8 It could



hardly be more fault-ridden. O’Connor notes the inadequacy of this translation,® as
does Broitman, who provides a satisfactory Russian translation of the whole poem.!!
It would be understandably awkward to use the plural “pogody” for “die Wetter” but
the Russian 1965/1989 version loses far more than that: the acclamation “O
Maidchen” is absent; and so is the whole act of painting, since the passive “Buastcs”
[are visible, are seen] not merely ignores but contradicts the action of the poet in “Da
mal’ ich . ..”). Worse still, the third line’s supremely interesting element (the second
of what | have called two strange uses of German) is simply omitted: | mean the
movement implied by the accusative case - in the phrase “in die Wetter”; this was

undoubtedly part of what drew Pasternak to this stanza.

When followed by an accusative, German “in” (like Russian “B”) means, not the static
English “in” but a dynamic or kinetic “into”, so that we have here a portrait which
cannot even begin to be visualised. If the poet were to paint the girl’s picture merely
“in the stormy skies”, we could visualise it easily enough: on a background of mobile
clouds would hover the non-mobile image of a face. But Lenau speaks of an act of
painting “into the weathers” - or "into the storm”. At no moment can such a painting
be either entire or motionless — indeed, one could presume it lost for ever. The
painter’s hand (and, by analogy, the poet’s word) itself becomes a movement amongst
nature’s movements. This is a painting without a canvas or a wall, not even executed
upon the air - which might perhaps have been thought of as a semi-substantial
recipient of outlines and colours. One of Baudelaire’s poems in Les fleurs du mal
mentions an act of painting upon “darkness”:

Je suis comme un peintre qu’un Dieu moqueur

Condamne a peindre, hélas! sur les ténébres . . .1
“Darknesses” cannot be painted upon any more than weathers can. But Lenau’s idea

is even less imaginable than Baudelaire’s because of the preposition “into”.

The adverb or separated prefix “hin” is meaningful, too. “Hinmalen”, though unusual
and not itself in the dictionary, is readily comparable to other verbs prefixed by “hin”,
particularly to “hinschreiben”: to write down, especially to jot down; thus - to paint or
depict speedily, jottingly - a light-handed, possibly light-hearted, act of creating, with
a suggestion of doing it as quickly as possible before everything changes and the

chance is gone. It is a subtle usage, however, as the existence of a number of verbs in



which “hin-“ has a sense of “away” (hinschmeissen: to chuck away; hinschwinden: to
vanish away) strengthens the movement implied by the accusative of “in die Wetter”,
adding a hint that the painting will go far into the depths or distances of those

weathers. Broitman, too, stresses the meaning and importance of the prefix “hin-*13

And “Heaven” does not come into it; “Himmel” here is sky.}* The natural world and
its changing weather constitute the whole of the surroundings into which the poet
paradoxically and magically casts the portrait he is painting, a portrait he loses in the
very process of producing it. Not only are the outward movement and speed evoked
by the third line of Lenau’s fourth stanza deeply consonant with Pasternak’s way of
conceiving both nature and art, but this notion of a painting thrown to the winds while
being painted echoes his own characteristic welcoming of the transient, travelling and
disappearing quality of reality.'® And if Lenau’s “painting into” nature meant that the
poet himself goes, in a sense, “into the weathers”, himself becoming stormy and

disappearing into elemental distance, this too must have appealed to Pasternak.

I had thought thus far about the epigraph when I discovered Broitman’s article, which
examines all eight quatrains of the Lenau poem and arrives at highly interesting

conclusions, partly different from mine.

3.

S.N. Broitman notes the erroneousness of taking Pasternak’s woman-image as static
or celestial - or rather: ““ona’ u nego sofiina i konkretna odnovremenno, a potomu
romanticheskaia antinomiia nebesnogo i zemnogo dlia nee nerelevantna [ ‘she’ is at
once sophian and concrete, so that the Romantic antinomy of heavenly and earthly is
irrelevant here]*® - and proceeds to demonstrate a fundamental difference between the
image’s relation to nature in Lenau and its relation to nature in Pasternak. Looking
closely at every line of the German poem, Broitman observes that the image of the
beloved woman is regularly presented there as resembling, corresponding to, or
paralleling certain aspects of nature — it is, then, essentially a metaphor. For
Pasternak, however, as Broitman shows, the image is not a metaphor but a symbol,
and the matter is not one of likeness but of identity. Lenau uses a poetic convention,
Pasternak presents something real. Lenau, furthermore, actively imposes, “thrusts”

[naviazyvaet]!’ his beloved’s picture upon nature, and the fourth stanza, according to



Broitman, is virtually a declaration of this method, so that “Da mal’ ich . .” would
suggest: I am myself wilfully painting it there. Whereas Pasternak thrusts nothing,
instead finding his beloved’s image in nature, recognising her as the world’s soul. We
should therefore see in the epigraph — it is contended - Pasternak’s “svoeobraznyi
dialog”8 (peculiar dialogue) with Lenau; far from acknowledging a kinship, he was
marking a boundary between his own previous activity of wilfully adding images to
nature and his later — opposite — position of passivity, in which he finds and

recognises the image already present in the surrounding world.

The main argument in Broitman’s article, about an essential difference between
Pasternak and Lenau, seems to me convincing and enlightening. That, for the inspired
artist, the image is revealed or found, not subjectively invented or added by him to the
real scene, is an experience Pasternak called “the revelation of objectivity”® or “the

organic miracle of objectivity”?°

, while “objective”, used of a work of art, meant, to
him, “written by something bigger than yourself’? - that is, it is not he who proposes

the image.

At the same time it should be emphasised that in the fourth stanza Lenau writes “in
die Wetter”, not “auf . .”. Not “onto”, with a suggestion of thrusting and imposing, but
“into”, with its suggestion that the paintbrush and even the painter enter nature along
with the painting — an idea very close to Pasternak’s own conception of the creative
process. And altogether the point about a “dialogue” with Lenau is much less
convincing. For Pasternak did not quote the whole poem and in the four lines he chose
to quote no such dialogue can be discerned. Instead, as | have tried to show,
considerable affinities with his own thought are notable in it. He might perhaps have
rejected the other seven quatrains for the reasons Broitman gives, but the important
fact is that he selected the one quatrain which, instead of comparing the beloved to the
natural world, speaks of the poet’s creative participation in, and imitation of the
workings of, that world. Even if the rest of Lenau’s poem was as alien to him as his

own past style, these four lines were not.

4.

In two poems in the “Sestra” volume - “Toska” and “Dozhd’” %2 — “epigraph” occurs

as a simile. In the first of them, powerful natural phenomena are called an epigraph to



“this book™; if the reference is to this very book (“Sestra — moia zhizn’”), then those
phenomena are either rivals to, or oblique re-tellings of, the Lenau quatrain. In the
second, powerful natural phenomena are invited to be an epigraph to passionate love.
In both, the same huge force is felt to be at work externally and internally, with
neither instance of it - the natural-elemental (jungle life/ pouring rain) or the human-
creative (a book/ a love) — enjoying obvious primacy. If the two “epigraph”-similes
are taken in connection with Pasternak’s actual epigraph, they seem to suggest that the
epigraph to his poetry is nature altogether - that his impassioned imitation of it?3 is
what his work is fundamentally about.

5.

Decades later, in /Jokmop Kusaco, Pasternak composed an image which in some

ways recalls the one in the Lenau stanza.
B s10 BpEMsA BMECTO OKHIACMOI'0 CHETAa HaYaJl HaKpalbIBaTh JOXIb. Kak
MEPEeKUHYTHIM HaJl TOPOACKOM yIUIeH OT JoMa K JOMY IJIaKkaT Ha OOJIbLIYIIEM
MOJIOTHUIIE, TPOTSIHYJICS B BO3yXE C OJTHOM CTOPOHBI JIECHOW MPOTAIMHBI HA
JPYTYIO PacIUIbIBYATHIN, BO MHOTO pa3 YBEJIMUYECHHBIN MPU3PAK OJHOMU
YIUBUTEIHHOM OOTOTBOPUMO#I T010BBI. M rosoBa rakana, a yCUIUBITHNACS
JOIb TIesToBas U mosuBai ee.  [At that moment, instead of the expected
snow, rain began drizzling. Like a placard on an enormous canvas flung
across an urban street from one house to another, there stretched in the air
from one side of the forest glade to the other a blurred, multiply enlarged
apparition of an astonishing god-created head. And the head wept, and the
increasing rain kissed it and drenched it.]?*

As in Lenau, a portrait is glimpsed as part of nature - part of a forest which, being

misty with rain, is, again, thoroughly affected by the weather. This portrait, though, is

stretched out in a fixed position instead of sharing the speed and spaciousness of

nature into, through, and with which Lenau’s portrait went flying in the very process

of being painted. This is one of many instances of the later Pasternak’s rehearsal, in

milder, more considered, still heartfelt but far less excited, form, of something he

once loved and welcomed with all the undaunted wildness of youth.



It would seem that the nearest the older Pasternak came to creating a comparable
image was when he wrote, in English, near the end of his life, that he would like to
write as if he had
... seen nature and universe themselves not as a picture made or fastened on
an immoveable wall but as a sort of painted canvas roof or curtain in the air,
incessantly pulled and blown and flapped by a something of an immaterial
unknown and unknowable wind.?®
The desired picture is as extraordinary as the one he adopted as epigraph forty years
previously in the Lenau verse, and the evocation of movement is just as idiosyncratic.
But the differences are again telling. This wind is called “unknowable”, while to the
poet of «Cectpa mMos — sxu3HB» It was unimportant whether the wind was knowable or
not, so long as the world and his own work were fiercely blown by it. In the 1959
vision, moreover, even though the “immoveable wall” is negated, both "roof" and
"curtain™ must connote some kind of unmoving structure: in the later Pasternak’s
mind the dunamis, still fully believed in, has become, though invisibly, somewhat
tethered. Moreover, the whole passage is in hypothetical mode: he “would like to
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write” in that way. In “Sestra moia — zhizn’” he did do so, and the epigraph from

Lenau stands as a complex analogue to such writing.
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