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Abstract

The author presents a number of Russian poetic texts based on formal combinatorial techniques thus demonstrating
perspectives for experimental literature. The examples provided include new techniques as well as modified
versions of well-known techniques from the past. These examples refute the notations that the Russian language is
not suited for formal experimentation and that these experiments lead to word game poetry exclusively. Formal
restrictions can be instruments of Russian poetry.

Introduction

The term combinatorial literature has been known since the 1960s, when the members of OuLiPo group,
Le Lionnais and Berge proposed it for a type of experimental literature ([4], [12]). And long before
OuLiPo, methods of connecting textual elements according to some combinatorial rules or artificial
constraints have been known. These methods were conducted since antiquity by a number of writers in
order to generate texts. Those authors include Ausonius, Pentady, Clement Marot, Jules Scaliger, George
Harsdorffer, Quirinus Kuhlmann, Lewis Carroll, and many others.

The members of OuLiPo applied significant efforts to shift French combinatorial literature from the
periphery to the mainstream literary movement. They systematically studied possibilities to apply the
forms of elementary mathematics to poetry, and with such authors as Raymond Queneau, George Perec,
Jacques Roubaud, and others, they succeeded to a large extend. In Russian literature, combinatorial poetry
starting from anagrams and palindromes is still seen, at best, as experimentation on the margins of the real
literature [6]. Some have posited even that Russian language is not suited for experimental writings ([7]),
or that all combinatorial forms are simply exercises for the sake of the forms, though the works of such
authors as Dmitry Avaliani, Elena Katsyuba, Boris Grinberg, and others refute this ([1], [9], [10]). Still,
combinatorial poetry is mostly understood as word games based on letter-level constraints.

Here, 1 present my own poetic writings, demonstrating the possibilities of Russian combinatorial
poetry. Most of these works are written in Russian with some of them translated into English.

Defined Number of Letters in a Poem

The simplest restriction proposed by OuLiPo was the numerical letter restriction defining the number of
letters used in the words of the poem. Thus, for the poem Rail, George Perec restricted himself to four
letter words with four words per line, four lines per stanza, and four stanzas for the over all poem ([13]):

Rail
Tout sera pale, gris Vers quel état muet Midi doré, élan haut, Cela veut dire quoi?
tout sera trop long tend leur fils aimé, ciel bleu, eaux dont Plus rien: lieu sans
aube, soir, jour, mois noué dans tels sacs Eole ride vent doux joie, rues sans féte,
faim, soif, réve noir. dont sort méme géne? pour dire code béte dure nuit sans lune.
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I have chosen a five-letter restriction, creating Pentagrammatic pentastich as a cycle of five poems
each of five stanzas of five lines of five words of five letters. The creative task was to express thoughts
and feeling in poetic language rather than to keep a restriction as such. Here is the last poem of the cycle:

IMecHst npsaxu (MEHTITPAMMATHYECKUIl MEHTACTUX)

BuaHo, cCHOBa IITOPM yKpal JIaMIty, ByaTo MOKHO yHATH IIOTOK CBETa,
BuaHo, onsiTh XpyCT KOCTH OJIEHH, ByATo KIItOET CTBOJI COCHBI JATEIL,
BunHzo, nenen 30BeT JOMOH JIOAKY, Byaro MereT ynuiy nblibo BETED,
Bunno, Hazen >keHUX BEHOK KPHBO, Byaro Be3ne neTsT 3epHa mpoca,
BunHa rnaab KaHBBI BJIOJIb OIOPBIL. Byaro MepTB, NEKUT 4y KOW HUILUM.
Bpanu mamyT Kpbuia Majol COMKH, [Mocne moxnas Bedep OyIeT SICHBIM,
Bnanu nenut ocsimu nydeit Mecs, [Tocne mo0OBH BCsKa TBaph TEMHa,
Brnamu copok HeOec JIerko TOHYT, Ilocne, BeTBU Kauasi, - CIBUT KapThl,
Bnamu Apryc roput, TOCTb Tepos, [Mocne, OpoBu xMypst, Mapar ToHeT,
Branmu mrropm ymonk, octelt neriest.  Ilocne moTor, mycTh nociie Oyzer.

Beuno pBate, HUTKH 1ejeH OyayT,
BeuHo siexar B1osb JOPOr KaMHHU,
Beuno nenku TBOMX peueit npsay,
BeuHo x1aTh TBOMX IECEH 3BYKA,

Beuno 3BaTh aHMMBI JIFOOBH CJIOBA.

A Set of Letters or Syllables in the Lines of a Poem

The restriction based on changing of the number of signs in each line is known since antiquity as rhopalic,
for example a Latin proverbe “Amore, more, ore, re sis mihi amicus” [11]. It is also known by the name
snow ball: “O le bon sens epais” ([14]). In rhopalic poetry, the number of signs in each word increases by
one every word, decreases by one every word, or is changed by some combination of both. Rhopalic poem
can be based on letter counts as in the lines cited above, or on syllable counts as Rhopalic praise by
Ausonius, a gall-roman poet of the 4™ century a.d. ([2]). The member of OuLiPo complicated the
restriction to a snow avalanche poem which is a sequence of increasing rhopalic poems.

I called my poem Universal gnomon as its parts are similar to the whole poem as in the ancient
carpenter instrument gnomon of the form of a frame. Here is the last, all-embracing stanza of the poem:

| I
3a Am
Heii His
Xoxy Song
Jlecom. About
Kpyrom Nature,
JepeBbs Flowers’
3eaeHeror. Leaflets,
Kpacyrorcs, Developed
PacmBeraror Four-legged,
IoncuexxHuku Biped-animals
Bbnaroyxaromue. Walking along
Hexnocetsmue, Under the skies’
Po3zoBomiepcTHIE, Twinkling light
3maTocepedpsTes, That rings around
Hckpopacceimatores The distant forest
COJITHBIIIIKO3BE3I0YKH. Where stay I singing!
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Here, I express a shifting understanding of a human person, from uniqueness to recognition of the
other, and then to the nature and harmony of the world.

Fixed Letter in a Poem

Fixing a given letter in a line or lines of a poem is also a well-known technique. Usually the first, the last
or the middle letters of the lines are fixed producing acrostic, telestic and mesostic, separately or all
together. A Latin poem of unknown author provides an example of all these techniques where the goal of
the author is to glorify holy name rather than exercise in word games poetry ([5]):

Inter cuncta micans Igniti sidera coeil
Expellit tenebras Etoto Phoebus ut orbE
Sic caecas removet  JESUS caliginis umbraS
Vivificansque simul Vero praecordia motV
Solem justitiae Sese probat esse beatiS.

I used the similar letter restriction in the poem Abecedary of despair. Though declared in the title of the
poem, the restriction is mostly not recognizable. The poem consists of 33 (26 in English translation)
stanzas of six lines each with the appropriate fixed letters in the middle of the line. Here, the repeated
letters are accentuated in boldface. So, a reader would read the poem as a common vers libre, which is a
denial of any formal constraint. Or the reader can understand it as a poem based on the restricted formal
technique in a very different manner from word-game poems. There are several alliterations on the
stanzas’ base letter in the poem. Alliteation is a well-developed, traditional poetic technique, which in this
case increases the formal structure. Note also that the alphabetic restriction of the poem requires of the
author to change the stanza structure for its translation into English, as the number of letters in the Russian
and English alphabets differ. I provide here some stanzas of the poem.

abenenapuii oT4asitHUA abecedary of despair
apXUTEKTypa architecture
TBOETO JIMIIA of your face
apKaHbl PECHHII traps of the eyelashes
apku OpoBeit arches of the brows
JIBIXaHWE, aBAHCHI TY0 breath, advances of the lips
anaTus ria3 and apathy of the eyes
BOHMHEBI HE Oy[IeT. y’KE HUKOTIa precious blazes are dying
CIIEITBII TII0A TTOJT HOTaMH CTaTyiH pigeon circus escaped
MSATKHI 3HaK OCPEIN JIUCTa innocent laugher or cry
acTpbl B KUTAMCKOM Base Philistines, Cretans, long way away
COTJIacHBIE, BCTABIIKE HA MTOCTOM B IIyXOH JepeBHE nests of lethargic snakes under foot
BBIL[BETAIOT, CTAHOBSICh BCE OeJieil U pacTBOPSISICh B MapeBe cyclone, and screeches of loons
B3Max KPEMKHUX KPbUIbEB the waves of strong wings
KypJbIKaHbe HaJ ACCITKOM MOpeit over the dozen seas
KpUBU3HA KOHTHHEHTOB curvature of the continents
KacaHHE JaCKOBBIX PYK touch of the gentle hands
KypHHas CIIeT0Ta, KPOIUIbs CIIECh waving good bye, moon blindness
1 KpacoTa KOTOB promising to return
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BEPHO, YTO B CTUXAX aHTIHACKAX METa(pH3NUKOB: an instruction to the healing rite is lost. a patient
I'epbepra, Mapgeiuia, B MX CJIOXHBIX COIMTOCTABICHHUSIX stands face to face with the blind priest
Pa3HOPOHBIX CYLIHOCTEH the capers, calling for
B YTOHYEHHBIX (PUIOCOPCKUX CHEKYIISALHUAX a dark bird, the lady of rain
B JIOBOJISIIIMX 0 03HO0a YMOTOCTHKEHHSX a goal is achieved with the sunrise
HACHJIME HAJI AYXOM I033HH light variations are possible
OIIAITH paznuyas TeOs, B3I again distinguishing you. a bizarre look
3a CTEKJIO, MOBTOPSIOLIMNCH, OTPAXKEHUS U30 JHS repeating over the glass, summarizing
B JIEHD, A1 each day, hazardous poison
TOBOPSAIIAS KOTIHSA vocalized copy
TTOCITIEHSISA KaTlIst an unmelodious terzetto. a drop of eternal
HaKOHel[ y3HaBast life. recognized at last

Magic Square Structure

The following texts are created with the structure of a numeric magic square. That is, they can be read by
rows as well as by columns:

T I M E
I T E M
M E T 1
E M I T

This structure is an amplification of a structure of palindrome. A similar multiple palindromic poem
was created in cooperation with Boris Grinberg. Here, Grinberg is the author of the palindromic phrase
“IyTH U TMyTHl TIO ONBITY MUUTY” - “ways and chains for the mastery of a poet”, and mine is the visual
realization for the reading turning and returning on the intersection points. So, ‘the ways of a poet’ are
represented graphically with a picture of a net of restrictions:
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Figure 1: Roads and chains by B. Grinberg and T. Bonch-Osmolovskaya
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In word magical squares, the reversal of lines and columns is usually neglected, as in the following
poem ascribed to Lewis Carroll ([8]):

I often  wondered when 1 cursed,
Often feared where I would be-—
Wondered where she’d yield  her love,
When I yield, o) will she.

I would  her will be pitied!
Cursed be love! She pitied me...

I present here a poem in Russian of similar formal structure. The poem is symmetrical across the
diagonal:

Moeii 1o4epu, KOTOPYIO OT MeHsl OTAEeISI0T MHOTHE MOPS

Korpa TBI OT MEHS BJIAJIN, U IpYyCTh- rneyasnb yKe BIIOJI3JIA,
Th1 o1- BIIIHT B Jiecy TorAa COBY, U TI0- CMOTpH B rjasa.
Mens B JIECy BO CHE HaleIIb, IMOMMEIIb — JOX U MPOLLIN BECHOM.
Bpamu TOrZa HalJelb 3BE3AY, OHAa 3a)KIJ1ach B HOYH, JIerKa.
U rpycTb- COBY nonuMenp — OHa 3aCHET, ensa JIyHBI poNuaeT
rneyanb, U IO~ JTOXKIH — 3aKrjaach elBa 3Be3a MEUTHI, Ta TPYCTh.
Ve, CMOTpH, TIPOIILTH B HOYU JYHBI MEUTHI, a ThI cusii!
Bnomnzna B rjasa BECHOM JIeTKa, npounaer Ta IpycCTb, cusit Bceraa!
Complex Poetry

The structure of the next poem is a complication of the antonym technique which replaces all nouns Sub
with their antonyms ( - Sub). For complex poetic technique the nouns Sub of the text are replaced by the
three nouns Sub;, Sub,, Sub; correlated by their meaning to the first as (i Sub, - Sub, - i Sub), for example:
(spring, summer, autumn, winter); (north: east, south, west); (childhood, youth, maturity, old age); (fire:
air, earth, water); (bitter: salt, sweet, spicy), and many others. Represented below are the poems
transformed from a passage of Eugene Onegin by Pushkin. The beginning word of Pushkin’s stanza is
‘winter’ so the transformed poems map to the other seasons. The epochs of four poems can be easily
identified as: in Pushkin’s verse it is any time of the 19" century, and in the following poems it is changed
by political connotations to revolutionary 1900s, socialistic and repressive 1930s, and late socialistic
1980s years, with the possible return to ‘normal life’ beyond politics described in Pushkin’s lines. Here
are two poems of the cycle starting with words ‘spring’ and ‘summer’:

Bpemena roaa (mo morusam Ilymkuna)

Becna. Pabouwii, Heroays, Vxk nero! OU3KYIBTYPHUK 00APO
Ha cxoaky nocrnermiaer BHOBB, K otkpbiTomMy GacceliHy MuuT,
Ero ToBapu, Bpar Oypixyto, Ero nonpyra BceHapogHO
[Inuony pa3dusaer OpoBb; Ha BogHOM rimagu BO31€kKUT;
Haran 3a na3yxoii ckpbiBas, CrapymkaM OMOIIE TIpeyarasi,
Bexxur scepka Mmonozas; UnyT pedsra, 3ameBas

Wnpny netut B OpoHEBUKE, I'umu nroHepoB. Myapblil BOXKAb
Hanesum nuisiny, B napuke, He cnurt, ¢ roprynuero cxox.
Bot rpsHyn BRICTpen KOpabeabHbIH, I'opsar Bce okHa Ha JIyOsHKe,

Bor komuccap, nuxoii nocrper, W, uepHblii BOPOH 3arpy3us,
Bener crapyxy Ha paccrpern, BcecunbHbIM BIpyT BOOOpasui
Iloanucan yx yka3 3eMeIbHBIH, Ce0s cnenoit yekuct. Ho Tanku
Pabouum — TpyOBI, MBIIIb — KOTaM, Eme e nogonun x Mockse.

A aHaHacBl — OypXKysIM. U xpenox ropox Ha Hese.
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Conclusion

These are some of the possibilities of Russian combinatorial literature: fixing the number of letters in each
word of the poem, uniform increasing or decreasing the word length, vertical alignment of the chosen
letters, reversal and vertical reading, and rule-based substitution of word sets. The restrictions can be of
letter or syllable nature, as well as of other sizes not presented here. Some of the restrictions are
modifications or amplifications of well-known forms, or a reminiscence of forms used in the past. To
summarize, the possibilities of combinatorial literature are considerable, including those in Russian

language.
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