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The Russian Sonnet
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Abstract. This article describes the Russian sonnet as a verse structure. Highlighting
the many deviations and innovations poets introduced - from adapting Petrarchan
and Shakespearean models to radical experiments - the study shows how the sonnet’s
diversity has made it one of the most resilient forms in Russian poetry.
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Barry Scherr’s contributions to the study of Russian poetry and poetics stand
out through their range, clarity, and insight. For decades he was one of a hand-
tul of Western scholars who followed closely the developments of the vibrant
field that in Russia is called “stikhovedenie”. His book Russian Poetry: Meter,
Rhythm, and Rhyme (Scherr 1986a) covers not only Russian poetry itself, but
also reflects the author’s immersion in Russian verse theory. It remains the
most well-informed and judicious exposition of the subject in English and
arguably in any language. After the publication of that book, Barry continued
working on related subjects. He organized several international conferences
(and edited the resulting conference proceedings), including one in honor of
the centenary of Kiril Taranovsky’s birth. Together with Ian Lilly, he produced
a series of annotated bibliographies that give a comprehensive overview of
the field over decades. He gave numerous papers on poetry and poetics at
conferences and continued to publish on these subjects long after he retired
from teaching. He served on the board of a number of journals, including
Studia Metrica et Poetica, where he contributed several essays, the last of
which (“Metrical Ambiguity”) appeared in 2023. He was an indefatigable book
reviewer who sought out, among other things, studies of Russian verse that
make serious mathematical demands on the reader. His encyclopedic com-
mand of the scholarship informed his own original and independent writings.
He read, commented on, and reviewed works in the field until the last months
of his life, when cancer made it impossible for him to continue.
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The editors have chosen to commemorate Barry and his work by pub-
lishing the original English version of a text that appeared only in Russian
translation. That initial publication took place in 1996, in a festschrift to honor
M. L. Gasparov’s sixtieth birthday. Barry apparently never thought to publish
the English text, which he had presented at the 1994 AAASS (now ASEEES)
conference in Philadelphia, where Gasparov himself was one of the discus-
sants. He shared it with me at that time upon my request for use in a graduate
seminar on Russian poetics. Each time I teach that seminar I assign the essay,
and by now several generations of students have benefited from it. With that
in mind, it seemed appropriate to make it known more widely by publishing
it here. The essay demonstrates the virtues of Barry’s scholarship: a thorough
knowledge of the subject, a pellucid overview and (where warranted) a gentle
critique of previous work, the ability to select enlightening examples from
major and minor poets and to draw attention to complexities and, finally, a
comparative discussion of Russian and English practice. Many previous schol-
ars had sought to limit what could be called a sonnet; Barry recognizes that,
however desirable such an impulse may be, there will always be poems that
push those boundaries. Perhaps most valuable for students (and the reason
I find the essay so compelling) is the economy of words. Barry succeeds in
imparting an enormous amount of information in only a few pages.

This short essay serves as a posthumous tribute to one of our leading
Slavists. In addition to its scholarly value, it also demonstrates what I would
call a “soft touch”. Barry was one of the kindest and most generous members
of our profession. We would all do well to emulate him.

Michael Wachtel

The Russian Sonnet

Russian poets have frequently turned to so-called “traditional forms”, stan-
zas that have been established in other literary traditions and then adapted
into Russian: the elegiac distich from classical poetry, the French triolet, and
Dante’s terza rima have all appeared on occasion in Russian verse. At least
one such construction, the Onegin stanza, is of course native to Russian verse.
Some traditional forms have enjoyed a brief vogue and then largely disap-
peared: the elegiac distich was employed by many poets in the early nineteenth
century, but has since largely fallen into disuse; the same can be said of the
ten-line odic stanza, which was adapted into Russian from French and German
models. Most of the other forms simply appear on an occasional basis; such is
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the case, for instance, with the sestina, a complex arrangement of Provencal
origin which consists of six six-line stanzas and a three-line envoi, with the
end words of each stanza varying according to a fixed pattern. Sometimes one
of these forms stands out either because an individual poet uses it extensively
or because it appears in longer works (e.g., ottava rima — 40 of these abababcc
stanzas comprise Pushkin’s Domik v Kolmne, and, as a result of that influence,
they can be found in other long works as well, such as Sologub’s 43-stanza
Kremlev). Still, the chief importance for many forms is simply that they are
part of the repertoire to which poets turn in their search for both variety and
challenge.

Among the various traditional forms that have appeared in Russian poetry
one stands out as being by far the most widespread: the sonnet. It turns up in
Russian poetry already during the eighteenth century and can be found at least
occasionally in the verse of most nineteenth-century Russian poets, albeit with
much less frequency from the middle of the century on. However, the true
era of the sonnet begins during the Silver Age of Russian poetry, with literally
hundreds of sonnets being written from the 1890s through the 1910s. And,
other than a pause during the 1930s, interest in the sonnet continues unabated
to the present day. Since the early 1980s several major collections of Russian
sonnets have appeared (e.g., Romanov 1983 and 1987; Fedotov 1990; Sovalin
1983), while recent decades, which have witnessed an increased interest in
much “looser” forms of poetry, such as free verse, have paradoxically also been
a period when poets have written sonnets no less frequently than at any other
time in the history of Russian poetry (indeed, practitioners of free verse have
been among those to take an interest in the sonnet; cf. Romanov 1987: 24).

It is possible to cite innumerable examples of the sonnet’s popularity;
consider, for instance, the proliferation of various “challenges” involving the
sonnet. The most striking, of course, is the so-called “crown of sonnets”, which
consists of fifteen interlocking sonnets. In fourteen of the sonnets the last line
of each becomes the first line of the next. The fifteenth sonnet, which may
appear first, but more often comes last, consists of the first lines from each of
the other fourteen, appearing in the same order as the sonnets themselves. The
first Russian crowns were composed in 1909 by Vjacheslav Ivanov (“Venok
sonetov”) and Maksimilian Voloshin (“Corona astralis”); the source would
appear to be one of the crowns written by the Slovene poet France Preseren,
and translated into Russian by the philologist Fedor Korsh (published in
Sovalin 1983: 176-183). Bal’mont and Brjusov also wrote crowns, while many
more have appeared since the 1960s (Scherr 1991: 531-532); a 1988 bibliog-
raphy (Melentev 1988) lists well over 200 crowns in Russian (cf. also Tjukin
1984). And those seeking an extra challenge can also try to make the lines of
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the fifteenth sonnet form an acrostic, as PreSeren himself once did. Ivanov
and Voloshin also helped pioneer the “answering” sonnet: one poet would
dedicate a sonnet to another, who would then respond with a sonnet contain-
ing identical rhyme words in the order of the original. In that notable year of
1909 Ivanov “answered” a sonnet by Gumilev in such a manner; Gumilev in
turn did the same with a sonnet by Voloshin, and then Gumilev sent a sonnet
to Elizaveta Dmitrieva (later to achieve fleeting fame under the pseudonym
Cherubina de Gabriak); she wrote an answering sonnet, and then sent both to
Voloshin, who wrote a third sonnet with the same rhymes (Luknitskaja 1990:
82-87). Still another kind of challenge can be seen in the opening four lines
of a 1980 sonnet by Vladimir Palchikov:

3eleHot oot O He ne3b! —

HaM 60y 6ypb youn obmas.

Ham yTpo - 3BOH, HO B30p — TyMaH,
Cenena Mu¢ nm, a He s1ec.

QT S

Each line of the sonnet forms a palindrome, reading exactly the same back-
wards as well as forwards.

My purpose here, though, is less to cite curiosities or to provide a history
of the sonnet than to examine its parameters. This investigation involves three
stages: the first is to define what might be termed the “typical” Russian sonnet;
the second, to survey the range of forms exhibited by this form, and the third,
to conclude by suggesting which features are most important for deciding that
a poem is indeed a sonnet.

Voloshin’s sonnets both adhere closely to the general “norms” of the sonnet
and are, according to many, among the most “perfect” of all Russian sonnets
(Ashukin 1929: 347; Gerasimov 1986: 15):

Komy semsa — cBAIIEHHDI Kpall USTHAHDA, A
Toro npocTop 1oneit He Becenur, b
Ho xa>kpIit 1m1ar, HO Ka>KIbIil MUT TaUT b
VIHpIX MUpOB B cebe HAIIOMJHAHDS. A
B pynre Bcraror HesiCHbIE MEPLIaHbS, A
Kak 6yaT0 OH Ha KaMHAX JJPeBHUX IUTUT b
XoTesn IpovecThb CBAIIEHHBIN andaBuT b
VI 1103a6bU1 OHATHI HAYePTAHbSI. A
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W 6poauT OH B MBI 3€MHBIX IOPOT — c

o

OTcTynHMK Xpely, cebs 3a6bIBIINIT 00T,
Crepist B Beljax 3HaKOMbIe Y30PBL. D

o

OH TOT, KOMY HOTMOENb He faHa,
Kro, BcTpeTus cMepTh, B CMYILl€Hbe KIIOHUT B30ODHI, D
KTO BUJWUT CHBI 1 TIOMHUT VIMEHA. e
1909 (Voloshin)

What, then, are the formal features of the sonnet? It contains fourteen lines,
and these, dating back to Trediakovskij’s 1735 revision of a translated sonnet,
are normally set oft graphically into two quatrains and two tercets (Berdnikov
1984: 166; cf. 1985). In the Italian or Petrarchan Sonnet, which is by far the
most common in Russian, the “canonical” rhyme scheme for the first eight
lines is abba abba, with either the a or the b rhyme feminine (designated,
as above, by a capital letter) and the other masculine. The final six lines may
rhyme in a variety of ways. In this Voloshin poem the couplet is followed by
an alternating rhyme pair; sometimes the final four lines will consist of an
enclosed rhyme (deed). However, the final six lines may also rhyme cde cde,
cdc dcd, and more rarely, with a concluding couplet: cdc dee, cdd cee, which
some scholars would already see as a deviation from the canonical sonnet
form. The preferred meter for the sonnet is most often iambic pentameter, but
many Russian sonnets are also in iambic hexameter.

The presumed “ideal” structure for the sonnet involves an internal “dia-
lectic” (Becher 1957: 411-412; Brjusov 1973-1975, I1I: 542; Gerasimov 1985:
30-33): a “thesis” in the first quatrain, an “antithesis” in the second, and a
“synthesis” that takes place either over all of the final six lines, or in the last
three (and occasionally perhaps even in the last line itself).! Here the first
quatrain focuses on the person in earthly exile, the second turns attention to
the vague glimmers (of another world) in the person’s soul, and the third to
the effort of that person in exile to indeed recover the knowledge that has been
lost and thus overcome the earthly bounds. Since each section of the sonnet
is fulfilling a separate function, distinct breaks set off each of the four units,
which will normally end with a period. Sometimes there will be enjambement
between the two quatrains and sometimes between the tercets; only rarely

! Brjusov’s earliest sonnets normally showed a two-part structure; this tripartite structure is
more typical of his later sonnets. Note his article, “Sintetika poezii” (1924; in Brjusov 1973-1975,
VI: 557-570), where he talks directly about the organizing principle of thesis-antithesis-syn-
thesis. I thank M. L. Gasparov for this observation.
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does it occur at the border between the octet and the sestet, and in all cases
the enjambement would need to be carefully motivated. Finally, the sonnet
tends to be a “serious” form, whether it is about love, nature, or philosophical
themes. Typical of the sonnet, therefore, is an “elevated” intonation and also a
“high” lexicon, which frequently includes many difficult or obscure words as
well as allusions to classical motifs (Rogov 1984: 222).

In fact, it is not at all difficult, particularly in twentieth-century sonnets,
to find numerous exceptions to all these strictures and particularly to the
last; more often than not, even when sonnets adhere closely to the formal
norms, they still lack a discernible tripartite thematic structure. Yet a surpris-
ing number of scholars insist that sonnets which fail to adhere closely to any
one of the standards are in some way inferior to those that do; even iambic
hexameter is seen as inferior to pentameter, the quatrain rhyme should be
enclosed rather than alternating, the final sestet should contain three rhymes
and not two, etc. (for similar views see, e.g., Grossman 1927b; Becher 1957;
Gerasimov 1985). Yet time and again researchers are forced to admit that “the
strict form, unfortunately, is rarely observed” (Grossman 1927b: 133). Indeed,
what distinguishes the sonnet is not conformity but innovation and diversity.

And not just in the Russian tradition; poets elsewhere have also seen the
sonnet as a form that almost calls out for experimentation. The English poet
John Keats expressed his own doubts about following the Petrarchan model
in a work that shatters the usual rhyme scheme:

On the Sonnet

If by dull rhymes our English must be chained,
And, like Andromeda, the Sonnet sweet
Fettered, in spite of pained loveliness,

Let us find out, if we must be constrained,
Sandals more interwoven and complete

To fit the naked foot of Poesy:

Let us inspect the lyre, and weigh the stress

Of every chord, and see what may be gained
By ear industrious, and attention meet;

Misers of sound and syllable, no less

Than Midas of his coinage, let us be

Jealous of dead leaves in the bay wreath crown;
So, if we may not let the muse be free,

She will be bound with garlands of her own.
1819 (John Keats)

QA ® QU O T Q8 O QT8 O S Q
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Keats, who had written Petrarchan sonnets at the start of his brief career,
copied out this sonnet for his brother George shortly after it was composed
and commented: “I have been endeavoring to discover a better sonnet stanza
than we have. The legitimate [Petrarchan sonnet] does not suit the language
over-well from the pouncing rhymes - the other kind [Shakespearean] appears
too elegaic — and the couplet at the end of it seldom has a pleasing effect”
(Keats 1988: 666). The last few sonnets that Keats was to write were in fact
Shakespearean (i.e., written in three four-line quatrains, each with its own pair
of alternating rhymes, followed by a concluding couplet: ababcdcdefefgg); this
experiment did not lead to a new type of sonnet but instead inspired him to
create the stanzaic forms that were to serve as the basis for his major odes,
which were composed not long after this poem. Keats of course does maintain
certain features of the traditional sonnet: the poem has fourteen lines and is
written in his usual iambic pentameter. However, not only does the rhyme
scheme here differ drastically from either the Petrarchan or the Shakespearean
sonnet, but so does the structure. If anything, the poem breaks down syn-
tactically more into four three-line clusters over the first twelve lines, with
the rhyme scheme having little connection to the movement of the work as a
whole. Indeed, Keats himself may well have felt that his changes went too far,
for his other attempts to create a new sonnet remained essentially variants of
the Petrarchan or Shakespearean sonnets; they did not break so boldly with
the usual sonnet form.

Still, this poem by Keats offers several reminders when considering the
various forms of the Russian sonnet. While many poets are willing to work
comfortably within the established sonnet tradition, others will be inclined to
seek variety by finding new ways, some of them drastic, to alter its structure.
Second, Keats, along with many other English poets, published all his sonnets,
not just this one experiment, as a single fourteen-line stanza, even though
the syntax in his other sonnets often implies a 4-4-3-3 structure. Thus, the
graphic division typical of Russian is not necessarily inherent to the sonnet.
Third, and as a consequence of this last point, each sonnet tradition has its
own peculiarities. If the so-called Petrarchan or Italian model is predominant
in Russian, then English poets have more often preferred the Shakespearean
type (its originator was actually Henry Howard, Earl of Surrey, but, like the
Petrarchan, it has popularly been named instead after its leading early practi-
tioner). What is more, there are notable differences in both terminology and
practice. A “crown of sonnets” in English is a sequence of seven sonnets; closer
to the Russian crown is the fifteen-stanza sonnet redouble, of French origin, in
which each line of the first sonnet becomes, in order, the last line in one of the
next fourteen. In English the term “sonnet” has been applied to several forms
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that do not even have fourteen lines: the “curtal sonnet”, devised by Gerald
Manley Hopkins, shortens both the octet and sestet to form a stanza of ten
lines and a fraction; the caudate sonnet, actually Italian in origin, is literally
a “sonnet with a tail” the latter consisting of two couplets and two shortened
lines tacked onto the body of the sonnet (Williams 1986: 76-77, 88-89). In
short, what is “inviolate” about the sonnet may vary from one poetic tradition
to another.

Just what deviations from the Petrarchan norm do we see in the Russian
sonnet? First of all, the octave may have alternating rather than enclosed
rhyme: abab abab; this sonnet variant is often referred to in English as “Sicilian”
(with the term “Italian” applied to constructions that grow out of quatrains
with enclosed rhyme). Furthermore, it is possible to combine the two types
of quatrain, so that the octet may rhyme abab abba (or the reverse). When
each of these variations is combined with the possible forms for the conclud-
ing sestet, the possibilities for different rhyme schemes increase significantly.
Furthermore, a poet may be quite inventive in stretching the parameters of the
Petrarchan sonnet. Consider the rhyme schemes in Joseph Brodsky’s “Twenty
Sonnets for Maria Stuart™:

1. aBBa aBBa CddCCC 11. AbbA bAAb bAccDD
2. aBBa BaaB cDDcDc 12. aBBa aBBa ccDeeD
3. AbAb AbbA ccDeDe 13. AbAb bAbA cDcDDc
4. AbbA AbADb CddCee 14. AbbA bAAb cDecDe
5. aabC bCbC bCbCCb 15. AbAb AbAb AbAbcc
6. AbbA bAbA ccDeDe 16. aBBa aBBa cDecDe
7.aBBa BaBa cDcDee 17. aBBa aBBa CddCee
8. AbbA bAAb bAAbbA 18. aBBa BaBa cDecDe
9. aBBa BaBa BBaBCC 19. aBaB aBaB cDDcee
10. AbbA bAAb cDDcEE 20. AbbA bAbA bAbbADb

What is most striking first of all is that not a single one of the twenty poems
repeats the exact rhyme scheme found in any of the others (on Brodsky’s son-
nets, see Scherr 1986b: 105, 114). For the most part Brodsky maintains the
usual rule of employing just two rhymes over the first eight lines, but even
when doing so, he creates some noteworthy variants within the octet. Thus not
only does he often combine one quatrain in alternating rhyme with another
in enclosed, but in sonnet two and in several others the “outer” rhyme in the
first quatrain becomes the “inner” rhyme in the second. The ab rhyme may be
carried into the sestet, and twice (eight and twenty) runs through the entire
poem (continuing the ab rhyme past the first two quatrains is alleged to be
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bad form in Gerasimov 1985: 35). Usually when just two rhymes appear in the
sestet they alternate according to the schema cdcdcd; Brodsky creates different
patterns, including a striking sequence of three consecutive lines employing
the same rhyme to conclude the first sonnet. Interestingly, only in the fifth son-
net does Brodsky break with the requirement of using just two rhymes in the
first eight lines; he clearly feels that stricture particularly strongly. The poems,
by the way, are written in iambic pentameter, the usual meter for the sonnet.

This one cycle illustrates two of the chief ways in which poets may create
variety within the usual sonnet structure. The less immediately obvious tech-
nique is to vary the clausula (i.e., the distribution of masculine and feminine
rhymes); thus the first eight lines in sonnets six and seven have the same rhyme
scheme, but the placement of the masculine and feminine clausulae is reversed.
But, more perceptibly, the rhyme scheme itself can be altered in many ways; if
AbbA AbbA or aBBa aBBa would be the “norm” in Russian, then Brodsky finds
numerous ways to stretch that norm and in one case clearly breaks with it.

For the most part Brodsky has written essentially Petrarchan sonnets, but
he also does not ignore the English variant. In “Posvjashchaetsja stulu” he uses
the Shakespearean sonnet as though it were a regular stanza:

[TocBsamaercs cryny (V)

Martepus BO3HUKIIA U3 6OPHOBI,

KaK sIBCTBYIOT [IP€JaHbsI CTAPUHBL.
Muip cospmaH 611 it Meberu, Babbl
CO3J5aTeNb MOT B3IJIIHYTh CO CTOPOHBI
Ha YTO-HUOY/Ib, IPU3HATH €TI0 YYIKIM.
0CTaBUTDH 6€3 BHUMAHSI BOIIPOC

0 mommMHHOCTI. Ha3BaHHBI peXXuM
Marepuiu He obelaeT pos,

HO rBo31u. Bripouem, ecivt 651 He 'BO3[b,
BCE Cpasy ke PacIanoch Obl, KaK eCTb,
Ha peilKy, epeKIafiiHbl, BaLl TOCTh
He MOT Obl, TPV >KETAHNY, IIPUCECTb.
CocTaB/ieHHas U3 YacTeli, Be3je

0 09 v ® N 0 [ O [ O S 8 S 9

Belllb JIEP)KNTCS B UTOTe Ha TBO3TE.
1982 (Brodsky)

Like all the others, this stanza, the poem’s fifth, follows the Shakespeare
rhyme scheme exactly; furthermore, the rhymes are nearly always masculine
throughout the entire poem, and in this stanza they are so exclusively. What
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is more, the poem exhibits, not atypically for Brodsky, some striking instances
of enjambement. There is really no pause at all after the first quatrain, and
major breaks occur within the seventh and ninth lines; the comma at the end
of line eight marks a much weaker demarcation. The only clear pauses at the
ends of lines are used to set off the first two lines of the poem and the last two.
In each of these ways - the use of the Shakespearean sonnet as a stanza, the
exclusively masculine rhymes, and the particularly marked enjambement -
Brodsky is using the sonnet in a highly distinctive way for Russian poetry.

The other chief means for variety is the meter, and even though iambic
pentameter and to a lesser extent iambic hexameter remain the chief meters
for sonnets, modern poets feel few compunctions in employing other meters
as well. In addition to the extreme instances by Khodasevich and Sel'vinskij of
fourteen-syllable poems (in which each line consists of just a single syllable,
but the rhyme scheme is that of a sonnet) it has become increasingly common
to find metrical variety. Arsenij Tarkovskij employed iambic tetrameter as well
as pentameter and hexameter in his sonnets, as well as anapestic trimeter;
Junna Morits has a sonnet in trochaic hexameter (“Nochnoj poezd”); Novella
Matveeva uses both iambic pentameter and hexameter lines in the same son-
net (in the pair called “Sonety”, which in fact are about sonnets) and writes
another in trochaic pentameter (“Lunnaja noch™); and Gleb Gorbovskij writes
sonnets with various types of anapests (for instance, the Shakespearean sonnet
“Razbudite menja cherez tysjachu let”, where anapestic tetrameter and trim-
eter alternate until a pair of tetrameter lines in the final couplet help impart
a sense of closure).

This kind of experimentation within the modern period is perhaps to
be expected. What is more surprising is that the sonnet has exhibited much
variety from the very start. K. D. Vishnevskijs survey of 1647 sonnets by 143
poets, from the eighteenth through the early twentieth centuries, found over
600 different “types” of sonnet (where each type defines a specific rhyme
scheme, clausula, and meter). Even in the eighteenth century, the 59 sonnets
studied by Vishnevskij fall into over forty types. Roughly two-thirds of the
600 types found by him occur only a single time among the 1600 sonnets; just
27 of the types occur more than ten times. Major writers in fact are largely
distinguished by not relying on a single type for more than a few poems; in the
corpus studied by Vishnevskij, Pushkin’s three sonnets exhibit three different
types, Baratynskij's seven sonnets represent four types; Fet’s thirteen sonnets
display eleven types, Mandel'shtam’s ten sonnets include nine types, etc. About
three-fourths of all the sonnets are in iambic pentameter or hexameter, but
over ten per cent are in iambic tetrameter and some are in various trochaic or
ternary meters (Vishnevskij 1989).
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It is, however, the more modern experiments with the sonnet form that
make efforts to describe just what constitutes a sonnet particularly challenging.
Once again, a striking example is provided by Brodsky:

Comner

[Ipomren sHBaph 32 OKHaMU TIOPHMBI,

U 51 YCIIBIIIAI TICHbE 3aKITIOYCHHBIX,
3Bydalee B KHPITUIHOM COHME KaMep:
«OnuH 13 Hamwmx OparbeB Ha CBOOOMIEY.
E1mie ThI COBIMIAIIG TEHBE 3aKITIOYEHHBIX
1 TOTIOT HaA3UpaTesel 6e3rIacHbIX,
€I1Ie THI CaM MOEIIh, TOCIIh OE3MOIBHO:
«IIpomait sHBapbH».

JIu1ioM OBOPOTSCH K OKHY,

€I1Ie THI MBEIIh ITIOTKAMH TETUIBIN BO3AYX.
A s OTIAITH 3ayMYHBO Opeay

C IoTIpoca Ha JIOMPOC O KOPUIOPY

B TY JaJBHIOIO CTPaHy, TA€ OONBIIE HET
HU siHBapsi, HU (heBpasis, HU MapTa.

1962 (Brodsky)

Were this poem not so named, it would be hard to classify it as a sonnet. Most
strikingly, of course, the poem is essentially unrhymed, despite the repetition
of the same word at the ends of lines two and five and the existence of a few
sound correspondences at the ends of certain other lines. At first glance the
poem might appear to be written in iambic pentameter, but line eight is in
dimeter and line nine in tetrameter - in short, the poem is comprised of vari-
able iambs, a possible but nowadays quite rare meter for a sonnet. The poem
in fact would seem to contain virtually none of the features found in the piece
by Voloshin quoted earlier; if this work is to be called a sonnet, then it is only
natural to wonder just what are the minimal qualities required for a poem to
be so classified.

Before that question can be answered it will be helpful to review the
“canonical” features of the Russian sonnet, not according to the narrow rules
laid down by some theoreticians but as the sonnet has actually appeared in
practice:

(1) The Petrarchan sonnet in fact does predominate in Russian, and to this
day the majority of poets create a 4-4-3-3 division on the page.



The Russian Sonnet 121

(2) Within this one broad category many different rhyme combinations
have been tolerated in Russian; the efforts by some who have written on the
sonnet to be overly prescriptive in this regard have clearly not been heeded.
The most common types, though, have consistently adhered to the basic
norms of the broad sonnet tradition. That is, the same two rhymes will be
used throughout the first eight lines, and then either two or three rhymes will
be used over the last six lines.

(3) The meter is usually iambic, with a strong preference for the pentameter
or hexameter, but other meters are not excluded.

(4) The most general structure for the Petrarchan sonnet is 8 + 6, with a fur-
ther breakdown of the octet into quatrains. However, enjambement between
the various units does occur, especially in those poems that are not divided
graphically on the page.

(5) The most nearly inviolate feature of the Russian stanza is the fourteen-
line length; the shorter and longer forms that occur in English and some other
poetries are not at all common in Russian. When a poem is extended, it is
most likely to add a partial concluding line, an “envoi”, as in Khlebnikov’s
“Sobor grachej osennij..., a Shakespearean sonnet in its rhyme scheme, albeit
containing iambic trimeter instead of pentameter, which ends with a fifteenth
line that contains just the single word, “Het!”.

Clearly, a play with norms is crucial for the very vitality of the Russian
sonnet tradition. Still, is it to be the case that every fourteen-line poem is to
be labeled a sonnet, or are some perhaps better termed a quatorzain (a stanza
of fourteen lines other than a sonnet; cf. Turco 1986: 105)? In addition to
Brodsky’s unrhymed “sonnet’, it may be helpful to consider the first eight lines
of a fourteen-line work by Evgenij Rejn:

«Camoii TpUPO/IbI BEUHBI MEHBIIIEBHUK,
JTABHBIM-ZIaBHO 5 OT ce0s OTBBIK:

HU LIYTKU, HU TTonoiiku — Merosa
JIUIIWI MEHS Ha MapTcoOpaHbe CIIOBa,
eIie HEeMHOTO — U JINIINUT MaHAaTa. ..

Hy uT0 X Taxoro, ;ku3Hb HE BUHOBATA.
3Hal IIeHeT Y METPO, CTOUT PETHUBO

o0 ™ww=e =

B 3aTBIJIOK BO3JIC KOOII€paTuBa.
<1990> (Rejn)

In this case, the work is, I would suggest, a quatorzain. Why? For all the experi-
mentation with varying rhyme schemes in Russian, some sense of the 8 + 6
(or 4-4-4-2 or 4-4-3-3 or 4-4-6) structure is nearly always present; sometimes,
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as in the stanza from “Posvjashchaetsja stulu”, it is only the rhyme scheme
that creates the structure; in Brodsky’s unrhymed sonnet, the repetition of
“January” in lines one and eight and the quotations that comprise lines four
and eight help set off the first two quatrains (as well as the first eight lines as
a whole) from what follows. A poem written in rhymed couplets lacks one of
the essential structural features with which the variants in sonnet form engage.
Conversely, Brodsky’s sonnet, which perhaps does need the boost of its title
to be so labeled, since the lack of rhyme admittedly makes the classification
problematical, nonetheless does, despite the two shortened lines, show (1) an
iambic pentameter impulse (as does the Rejn poem, in which only the last
line is in hexameter), and (2) a clear division between the first eight lines and
the remaining six.
Another type of problem arises with poems such as the following:

[Tymkun

Colbupasich B JaITBHIOIO JOPOXKKY,
KaJIHO €I MOYECHYIO MOPOIIIKY.
Toponwiics. Bpemenu B 00pes3.

Jle3 no kauram. Pyxnyin. He gones.
KHurn — cammikom miatkne CTyTeH .
Uro eme? 3a 1BEPHIO CIIE3bl, IEHH.
ITonno nnakare. [IpuBeau nerei.
[TonBenu ux mos OIarocIOBEHbE.
Uro eme? OMHO CTUXOTBOPEHBE.
ITapa He3aKOHUEHHBIX CTaTEei.

He ornpasnenHblii B meyaTHIO HyMeED.
[Tucemeno, 9To HE yCHeN MPOYECTb.
B o0mem, cremnan npaBUiIbHO, YTO yMep.
Bce-Taku Bcero BaxHee 4eCTb.
<1974-1978> (LosefY)

R MR RIS S AN

Here it might be possible to argue for a thematic break after line eight, even
though the rhyme scheme argues otherwise, but the issue is irrelevant — a
second look reveals that the poem is simply an almost (but not quite) exact
reversal of the Onegin stanza, albeit written in trochaic pentameter rather
than iambic tetrameter. This example, though, does raise a question about the
Onegin stanza: should it too be considered a kind of sonnet?

The issue of the origin and classification of the Onegin stanza has been
considered at length, and my intent is not to review the entire matter here.
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Some have pointed to possible models for the Onegin stanza within fragments
of longer works (cf. Iljushin 1977: 92-95); others have suggested that the form
may have been expanded from the then-popular ten-line stanza employed
in the ode (Nikishov 1992: 12-13). Grossman (1927b: 74-82), while believ-
ing that the stanza is simply Pushkin’s own invention, nonetheless cites some
interesting parallels with the sonnet in several stanzas, such as the following:

He manpuranst Jlenckuii nuiier
B ans0ome Onbru Moinoaoii;
Ero nepo m000BBIO ABIIIHT,

He xmagHo Gnenier ocTpoToi;
Ut HU 3aMETUT, HA yCIIBIIIUT
06 Ombre, OH MPO TO W MUIIIET:
W noyHBI HICTHUHBI KUBOM

TexyT amerumn pexoi.

Tak TbI, SI36IKOB BJJOXHOBEHHBIM,
B nopeiBax cepia cBoero
TToems Gor BegaeT Koro,

U cBop aneruit aAparoiieHHbIN
IIpencraBut HeKoraa Tebe

Bcro moBecThb 0 TBOEH cynboe.
(Pushkin, Evgenij Onegin, IV, 31)

AR ANTT A DTN TN
0Q 0 iy SN N AN SN N

The right-hand column gives the usual rhyme pattern for the Onegin stanza;
here, because the same rhymes are used throughout the first eight lines, the
scheme is much closer to that of the usual sonnet. Furthermore, as in (accord-
ing to Grossman’s calculations) about a third of all the stanzas in Evgenij
Onegin, the structure is closer to 4-4-3-3 (i.e., that of a Petrarchan sonnet)
than 4-4-4-2 (Grossman 1927a: 175; cf. Vinokur 1941: 204-213). The lack of
graphic divisions within his fourteen-line units as well as the use of iambic
tetrameter speak against a direct inspiration from the Petrarchan sonnet; as
for the Shakespearean, which is closer to his rhyme scheme, Pushkin may
not have even known that form when he began work on his novel in verse
(Shaw 1993: 321). Granted the Onegin stanza is a sufficiently distinct (and,
as the previous example shows, a sufficiently recognized and imitated) form
that it surely deserves to be classified separately. And yet instances such as the
stanzas cited by Grossman, as well as the numerous liberties taken with the
stanza form even by Pushkin’s day (cf. Tomashevskij 1958), make it tempting
to consider the Onegin stanza as yet another deviation from the “canonical”
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sonnet.” At the very least it is difficult to believe that in his creation and in his
exploitation of this stanza’s possibilities he was not at least indirectly inspired
by the sonnet form.’

The precise relationship of the Onegin stanza to the sonnet may remain an
insoluble mystery. Yet the sonnet itself has clearly been a form that, against
a set of clearly defined norms, has permitted almost endless variations in its
formal elements. As a result the Russian sonnet remains a favorite of Russian
poets, for whom it continues to offer seemingly inexhaustible possibilities and
thus remains as fresh today as it was at the beginning of the Russian syllabo-
tonic tradition over two centuries ago.
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