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Abstract

This essay argues that the categories of lyric utterance, subjectivity, and political
insight have been rethought and reinvented by contemporary Russian poets, focusing
on the exemplary work of Kirill Medvedev and Elena Fanailova. Their poems show
how the category of the everyday is a scene where political meanings can be dis-
cerned: poems can be built out of rather ordinary encounters and experiences. Fa-
nailova and Medvedev seek to make visible previously unnoticed aspects of experi-
ence, and to engage in forms of political speech based on personal interactions,
economic transactions, and sexual encounters. The essay draws on theoretical work
that ties poetic subjectivity to an emerging idea of freedom (Jacques Ranciere), or
that links personal evolution to ethics (Stanley Cavell).
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We begin in summer, 2013, when Moscow mayoral candidate Aleksei Naval-
nyi was sentenced to five years imprisonment for financial improprieties. The
irony of charging Navalnyi with a version of the very corruption he had been
fighting was not lost on thousands who protested the conviction. Navalnyi
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hoped that his courage at trial would be inspiring.! His hope is based on a
core political belief: that it matters when individual persons behave with
integrity and courage in public contexts. That translation between private
conviction and public behavior will resonate with a great deal that follows in
this essay about two contemporary poets. But Navalnyi’s most memorable
political act was a single phrase that became a rallying cry: he called Putin’s
United Russia the party of swindlers and thieves (“mapTus xXynukoB u BO-
poB™).

These resonant words took back the language of public discourse, and
they redirected Soviet traditions of name-calling back at the post-Soviet state.
They showed that words, like deeds of personal courage, could also matter.
And so it happened that the poet and activist Lev Rubinshtein, in a response
to the Navalnyi verdict, referred to the linguistic dilemmas it created. Rubin-
shtein wrote on Facebook, 18 July 2013:

Camas Ha CETOHSAIIHUN I€Hb TpyAHasd TBOpYECKad 3aaavda — 3TO IMOUCK
HOpMAaTHUBHBIX CJIOB U Bpra)KeHHﬁ, CIIOCOOHEIX XOTh CKOJ'H:KO-HI/I6yﬂI>
AICKBATHO OIMMCATh OIYLICHUA OT nponcmeamero.z

(Today’s most challenging creative problem is the search for normative
words and expressions able to describe with even remote adequacy the
sense of what is going on.)?

How indeed to find words and terms with which to register reactions to the
political situation in Russia?

One way to understand poetry is as such a search — for forms of lin-
guistic expression that can fix in the mind and convey to others the impact of
social experience. As much as ever, today’s Russian poets are outspoken and
free in their acts of public speech. Defying traditions that rely on self-con-
sciously literary language, some leading poets have used the speech patterns
of daily life to craft an effective, expressive form of poetic discourse to
speak, in the largest possible terms, of freedom. One can better understand
that choice by returning to Rubinshtein’s reactions to the Navalnyi trial and
sentencing. Here is a comment he offered only slightly later, on the website
Colta:

ITepBast peakiyss MCKIIOYUTEIHHO SMOLMOHANBHAS Y MEHS — Kak M Y
oueHb MHoOTHX. S yxe Hammcan B ®DeiicOyke, 9To ceiidac camasi Tpym-
Has TBOpUecKas 3ajada — HalTH HOPMAaTHUBHYIO JISKCHKY JUISl OTTMCAHMS
CBOMX OllylleHui. BoT MHOTHE ceifuac roBOpAT U MUILYT: “A 4eMy BbI
ynusisiereck? Bbl jke ¢ HUMH J1aBHO MMEETe JIeN0 — M 10 CHX IIOp
BCEMY 3TOMY YAUBIIseTeCh? XBAaTUT YK€ YIUBIATbCA!” S ¢ 3TUM HE cO-
rimaceH. Hago oGs3aTenpHO yauBisAThCs. “OHU’ IENaroT Bce, 9TOOBI MBI
MEepPECTAIN YAUBIATHCS. CMUPHINCH — U, KaK B TOM CTapOM aHEKJOTE,
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