CHAPTERFORTY-FOUR

|SSUES INSOVIET LITERARY ANALYSIS:
RECEPTION OF THEWORKS
OF EDUARDAS MIEZELAITIS

ELENA BALIUTYTE

Two decades after Lithuania regained independeniceseasing
attention is being paid to the cultural legacy led Soviet period. Recent
years have seen new tendencies emerge in cultwdies of this era.
Initial analyses focused on ideology: there wasearch for criteria
according to which it would be possible to identifgd define forms of
cultural relationship to the totalitarian regimeuck as resistance,
collaboration and adaptation. More recently, howgveather that
considering the Soviet cultural legacy from an Idgical perspective,
there is a growing effort to find new ways to ewtu it by focusing
attention on processes of modernization and thdugen of creative
language. But these developments are marked bytaircéension, one
that also applies to analysis of literature of Baviet period. It is still
thought that only authors who somehow resisted etoideology are
worthy of academic attention. Although analysis tbéir work would
contribute to our understanding of the evolutionSaiviet-era literature,
the creative output of authors who in one way artlaer conformed to or
collaborated with the regime is not generally inld in the field of study.
One such controversial author is the poet EduaMizelaitis (1919-
1997), who, while ideologically “inconvenient,” ignportant from the
point of view of poetics. The goal of this articie to highlight the
importance of the poet’s efforts to modernize Lihian literature, and to
recall that he not only contributed to the creatidrSoviet discourse but
also initiated its deconstruction. This article kebtherefore be subtitled
“Eduardas MieZelaitis: Creator and Dismantler ofalitarian Discourse.”

When academic literary criticism examines the hggt of the Soviet
period and analyses its creative processes, itotaavoid MieZelaitis’
oeuvre. The poet, who won the 1962 Lenin Prize—Hghest Soviet
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honour—for his book of poetrymogus an, 1961), is one of the most
representative cultural figures of the Soviet eMieZelaitis was

considered a modernist innovator not only in Lithiaabut throughout the
entire USSR. Today, of course, he is presentedhasgreat propagandist”
(Mazeikis 2008: 33), and his poetic cycle “Zmog(stan) is analysed as
a “political-religious text” (Kmita 2007: 39). Ofourse, there is plenty in
MieZelaitis’ biography and his writing to supporchk a view: he held
high positions in the Soviet government (Deputythe Supreme Council
of the USSR 1962-1970, Member of the Central Cotemitof the

Lithuanian Communist Party 1960-1989, Assistanttiie Head of the
Presidium of the Supreme Council of the Lithuars8R 1975-1989) and
an exclusive position in the literary world (Seargtof the Soviet Writers’

Union, Head of the Lithuanian Writers’ Union 19596D). But there is
evidence in both the poet's biography and his ngitthat can suggest
another interpretation—one that, | hope, can compl& rather than
negate previous analyses and offer a more comjdex ef the context of

his work.

MieZelaitis was drawn to a romanticised idea ofi@mm as a high
school student in 1935, that is, before the Saséeupation, and he clung
to it to the end, despite the fact that he more thace suffered at the
hands of his own people. The beginning of Miezigaitareer was
especially complicated: his first two collectiorfspmetry, Lyrika (Lyrics),
published during the war in Moscow, afdvisSkes \gjas (Winds of the
Homeland, 1946) were erased from official discoudsging Stalinist
times as not conforming to the socialist realistthetic, and for a good
five years the poet was unable to publish and wootg for children. As
ideological rhetoric softened following Stalin’satk, Miezelaitis was the
first to return to the song-like traditions of lgrpoetry and produced a
classic example of the genre in his collectistano lakstingala(My
Nightingale, 1956), which had an impact on all Ligmian literature of the
time. As Justinas Marcinkeiius (1930-2011), a great poet of a later
generation, wrote in hiBiary Without Dateg1981),

. . . the programmatic lines that MieZelaitis utteredvbeha and with full
force in the seventies—“It too has the right tcelim a book / My grey
nightingale”—no longer surprise anyone. But thehygars ago, they were
a manifesto in the truest sense. These two verplsifout passionately
expressed lines marked the beginning of the rebirthrtually all forms of
national creative expression . . . (Marcinkaws 1981: 157).

Marking the end of this stage of his career withttlcollection,
MieZelaitis increasingly substituted free versesgncope for classical
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poetic forms, or combined them with passages o&yéstic prose. The
poet chose to write in forms that were unusuahat time, such as the
sketch, the fragment, etudes and variations. Irpb&ms, realistic subject
matter was replaced by associative, conditionabemnaand the technique
of free montage; traditional poetic nature imagevgs replaced by
academic and technical ideas and bold, avant-gangeovisations. In
reflective essays Miezelaitis stressed the idea opéativity as
experimentation. Shifts in poetics are never liohite the sphere of poetry.
According to sociologists of literature, “[w]ritingn a different style
always has political meaning” (Barbéris 1998: 133radoxically, while
MieZelaitis’ book Zmogusbecame a symbol of Soviet ideology, it also
marked the beginning of its deconstruction. Thisswet, of course, a
conscious effort on the part of the poet. | am méafg here to his
exploration of a new poetics—how his avant-gardeiations virtually
exploded official literary discourse, and how thgetating quality of his
creative language was felt by Soviet as well akuahian artists. His new
poetic language ideologically legitimated by theninePrize, MieZzelaitis
went on to open the path for others. For exampléenw Andrei
Voznsensky, the Russian avant-gardist and reprsentof the so-called
“Children of the Sixties” generation, fell into Kslaichev's bad books, he
was only able to publish his third bodkhe Triangular Peaf1962), when
MieZelaitis agreed to be its editor and assumedesmsponsibility for it.
MieZelaitis also helped one avant-garde Kyrgyz mmeilish his book of
poetry. Literary critics of the time such as Alekda Makarov and
Vladimir Ognev

were virtualy unanimous in their belief that Miegit’ Zmoguswas an
important, in many ways essential, book for allSaiviet poetry. The fact
that this work reinforced the conditional powerpoketry—its ability to rise
above illustrative description and naturalism—ahd tdea of synthesis
that it embodied ... was one of the most imporideas of that eraQrues
1963: 425).

After the publication ofZmogus,bold metaphors, visual montage and
“close-ups” began to appear in Russian, Ukrainiath yrgyz poetry of
the 1970s. In a monograph about MieZelaitis, AlaksaMakarov is
unequivocable about the poet’s role:

Miezelaitis did not only open up possibilities fhithuanian poetry by
taking it to wide new open spaces; today one wbeltiard-pressed to find
a young poet in any of the major national poetttest make up Soviet
literature whose creative quest was not inspirethis/book . . .¥lakapos
1966: 129).
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Researchers of MieZzelaitis will certainly have ¢burn to the question
of his role within the Soviet literary context.

In his search for a new poetics, Miezelaitis watuenced by Walt
Whitman, as well as other early Twentieth Centurgstérn avant-gardists
such as Guillaume Apollinaire, Allen Ginsberg, Fecte Garcia Lorca,
Paul Eluard, Pablo Neruda and Robert Frost. Heuds his new poetic
programme in the poem “Niagara Falls, or a Wallbwitalt Whitman”:

This cascade of words

no longer fits

into the rhythms of chorees, anapests, dactyldaamnts
because they are too many—masses of words.

And other principles are needed to control them.

Their rhythm will be a flooded river (Miezelaiti®2: 270).

MieZelaitis also drew on the experience of pre-wiéihuanian avant-
gardists, creating figurative-spatial and phongtiems, some of which
were published in the children’s magaz{&enys

The new poetics oZmoguswere ‘“validated” by its ideologically
acceptable content: the text's elevation of “maa”the centre of the
universe and the poeticisation of his global sogi@sion spoke to hopes
for democratic change that arose after the 20th g&ms of the
Communist Party of the Soviet Union, and the telxbost became a
manifesto of the offical ideology. But the officiadanonisation of
MieZelaitis’ “man” certainly did not happen instgntin Lithuania this
poetry was at first received cautiously, with csticlaiming that readers
would not understand it. Complaints against thet page even expressed
to the authorities in Moscow, and not only for flaet that MieZelaitis’
new poetry broke out of traditional syllabotonitustures. At the time, the
common, abstract humanism expressed in the poemss stéemed
suspicious. In Miezelaitis’ words, it was precisédy this reason that the
publishers sought to cover themselves by propadsiaghis lyrical hero be
presented as a communist at the end of the progasimpoem “Zmogus.”
The poet agreed. In the first published versiorihef poem, in the book
Sauk gintare (The Sun in Amber, 1961), there was no “communistt,
for that matter, was there the title “Zmogus.” lratsith the exception of
the two-volume Poezija (1968), the “communist” remained in all
Lithuanian as well as Russian publications of toerp. “Zmogus” was
not, in fact, either written as an integrated gtice or an authentic cycle,
and different poems that eventually contributedt tead already appeared
in three books: most of them were publishedimigzdzi papedéje (At
the Foot of the Stars, 1959), twoSwetimuose akmeny&eoreign Stones,
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1957) and several more 8auk gintare (the Sun in Amber, 1961). Putting
together this montage and publishing it as a sépd@ok was apparently
the idea of MieZelaitis’ translators, probably tlwtBoris Slutsky, who
translated most of the poems and is listed as thak’s chief editor.
Indeed, the booKmoguswas published first in Russian (1961) and only a
year later in Lithuanian.

At first, Miezelaitis’ new poetry was poorly rece not only by
ideologues, but by many of his older colleaguesjuiting influential
characters such as Antanas Venclova and JuozasSBalBut the poet's
avant-garde innovations were simultaneously apgdudy young
scholars. For example, this is how Alfonsas Andw@w&ius, who is now
a prominent art historian, remembers his youthésthetic awareness: “At
the time we were most impressed by questions dtauganity in general.
We could say that the title of MieZelaitis’ bodknoguswas even anti-
ideological: neither class, nor the social systear nationality were
important” (Sverdiolas ir Saulius Zukas 2007: 4&hdriuskevtius and
his university friends, such as the poet Sigitaslaeespecially liked
MieZelaitis’ 1962 bookAutoportretas. AviaeskizaiSelf-Portrait. Plane
Sketches). Published in the same yeaZ@®gus this book was not as
ideologically declarative and contained, accordittg the semotician
Algirdas Julius Greimas, many elements typicalhaf $pirit of the “Four
Winds™ movement, both in terms of form and content (Gesim991:
479).

At the end of the 1950s, the world of the West agemnp to
MieZelaitis. During visits to countries in Européfrica and Latin
Amercia, as well as the United States, Japan adid,lthe poet drank in
the creative experience collected in the world’sseums, and in his work
recorded the architectural rhythms of big citiele tshifting face of
civilisation, and the new sensations he felt logkiout of airplane
windows (c.f. Foreign Stones 1957; Self-Portrait. Airplane Sketches
1962; Tropical Panorama 1963). This was a dynamic, expressive,
youthful poetry that spoke about the achievemerit@rg culture and
science. When asked about his relationship to adgoland literature
during the Soviet period, the art historian AndkeMicius commented,

... [While we were in university Miezelaitis mad big impression on
both Geda and me. . . . In his poems ideology \ith&remixed in with

other aspects, or was somewhere to the side. Ara9i@0 the dominant
guestion was whether or not it was good art. Gabdirat of all had to be

! “Four Winds” was the name of a movement of avatig Lithuanian writers
and their journal, published 1924-1928. [trans.]
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modern—it had to marked by abstraction, distortaunf, dramatic effect
and shock value. It had to stimulate aesthetic Emstwhose source was
in some specific form. When one contemplates fdahat supposed or real
ideological engagement receeds. . . . We can $altlout MieZelaitis. We
thought that “Airplane Sketches” was good in teohform, and therefore
generally good, and because it was good it immelgidost its ideological

features®

According to Andriuskevius, throughout the 1960s Miezelaitis was
conducting a poetic experiment as he searched feyrathesis of poetic
forms.” He combined poetry and prose, traditiomglme with free verse,
essays with opinion pieces and personal commentarg, letters with
critical articles, all the while extending theirethes in his poems or poetic
cycles. Over a decade he published six such hydwaks, and seemed to
have almost forgotten the genre of the podwrifiai etiudai Lyric
Etudes, 1964;Naktiniai drugiai Night Butterflies, 1966;MontaZaj
Montages, 1969;Horizontai Horizons, 1970; Antakalnio barokas
Antakalnis Baroque, 1971ljuzijos bokStasThe Tower of Illusion, 1973).
MieZelaitis’ explorations were supported and camith by the generation
of Justinas Marcinkevius, Alfonsas Maldonis and Algimantas Baltakis,
who, though they may have contested his conceptuafanity in their
own work, clearly recognised his contributions tithUanian poetry and
their own poetic fates. As Sigitas Geda put it, “ierally flooded that
emptiness [of Soviet-era poetry] with his writinganed if he did not
himself do everything ‘right,” then at least he opd the gates for those
who followed him. Lithuanian poetic language becapen to all global
currents” (Geda 1999: 276).

When critics reproached him for presenting an esigbs abstracted,
idealised portrait of man, MieZelaitis undertookcteate his antithesis—
an earth-bound, everyday human. But this approamte Hittle fruit,
because this romantic poet did not stop at thisidiein of normalcy, but
began to ironize, caricature and otherwise renteyr tepresentative of
consumer society pathetic. In the monotonous maeterthe cycle
“Inflation” MieZelaitis writes,

Real roses and women are cheaper.

Nylon and sex have bloomed.

Steak and writing paper prices have fallen—

As have poetry and prose.” (MieZelaitis 1973: 333).

2 wKaip manai, kas tu esi?': AlforsAndriuskeveiy kalbina Ainas Sverdiolas ir
Saulius Zukas“, 41-2.
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With their irony, sex, drugs, abortions and schizepia, these lines
were surprising and striking to people who wereduge a poet whose
material had traditionally been marble, whose “mhati reached for the
sun and the stars. But just as Miezelaitis didmotself turn grey, even if
at one point he tried to, so his “antithetical maid not turn out to be a
suitable theme for him: “Take from me belief in man And my word
will die like a star,”(ibid: 381) he declared in®wof the poems from the
series “Sketches of Antithesis.”

Also in contrast to this concept of Renaissance imaMieZelaitis’
writing are his translations of meditative fragnseridy an Armenian
Catholic saint, Blessed Grigor Narekatsi. The madied these fragments,
which were published in his 1971 bodintakalio barokas(Antakalnis
Baroque), “laments about the fate of man inspirgd tlhe medieval
Armenian anchorite Grigor Narekatsi.” It is quiteamge to find such
laments in a book by this advocate of materialisnd &reator of a
homocentric system, and they can be seen as a dintiphrasis to his
bookZmogus.

On October 3, 2009, the poet would have been nigetys old. A
collection of his worksBarokire lyra (The Baroque Lyre) was published
on the occasion, while a book of tributd®oét scriptuiy appeared in
2008. An autobiography completed before his deadllreikalingas
Zmogus. AkcentgdAn Unnecessary Man. Accents) was published irB200

Is anyone concerned with MieZelaitis’ poetry todather than using it
as an argument for ideological accusations andfipettons? | think so,
and this is reflected in the debates amongst sdntieeogreat Lithuanian
poets of today (Aidas M&knas, Antanas A. Jonynas, Sigitas Geda) about
what makes MiezZelaitis unique and what should kduded in a new
collection of his writing. As Matenas writes,

From all of MieZelaitis’ writing it would be posdiébto make one book—
not a very big book, but a good one. This is wia#irdaviius and Jonynas
think. But what | find interesting about MieZelaifs precisely that entire,
unruly stream—as though some stachanovite weavex werking on six
hundred and sixty-six looms. And it is miraculousatvsorts of things are
produced—one way or another, they are all workarofMarénas 2008:
46).

Sigitas Geda is of a similar view:

In the past, when my colleagues have argued abbathsr it would be
possible to pick out the best 50 poems from Mietislaentire legacy
(some 50 books!), | have thought to myself that teanot the point—the
deceased was a man of grandiose projects (Geda 276)
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It will be interesting to see how younger genersiowho are
unfamiliar with that era and its signs, will readeiklaitis’ poetry. This
crossed my mind once while reading an encyclopestitry about
MieZelaitis’ life and work: “In the post-war era keas socially engaged
and a member of the LKJS CK’In brackets, LKJS was identified as the
Lithuanian Catholic Youth League. It should haveade“Lithuanian
Communist Youth League.”

One can lament the fact that today’s young reades ehot know much
about that historical context, but one can celebiaias well. And it is
perhaps not that important if, as a result, sormenconist-era texts remain
mute.

In summarizing MieZelaitis’ contribution to Lithuim literature, |
wish to stress his role in consolidating modernisrhithuanian literature
of the Soviet era, and in expanding its horizonsrétation to the
experiences of other cultures. In his poetry, whiobntains many
reflections on world art (why critics sometimesledlhim a “tourist”), it
seems as though Miezelaitis blurred the line cotieeally made at that
time between the worlds of the East and the Westwds interested in
and concerned about global processes, about theefuand fate of
humanity as a whole. Perhaps this is why Sauliututé&is, a young
literary scholar, has called him Lithuania’s fipgist-modernist (Keturakis
2003: 174).
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