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losif Utkin: Jewish Poet and Fighter for Soviet Motherland

losif Utkin: poeta zydowski i obrorica sowieckiej ojczyzny

Streszczenie: Artykut poswiecony jest zyciu i tworczosci mato znanego sowiecko-zydowskiego poety losifa
Utkina (1903—1944), ktéry zginat podczas Il wojny $wiatowej. Ten wybitny twérca ciagle pozostaje nieznany
na Zachodzie, a jego poezja rzadko zajmowali sie nawet badacze rosyjskojezyczni. Autorke artykutu interesuja
trzy aspekty poezji Utkina: aspekt muzyczny, poezja wojskowa i watki zydowskie. Aspekty te poddano anali-
zie, gdyz stanowig centralne, najbardziej podstawowe elementy tworczosci poety. Jednakze poezja Utkina nie
ogranicza sie do tych aspektdw, dlatego tez celowe wydaje sie zbadanie wystepujacych w niej motywow folk-
lorystycznych, specyfiki gatunkowej, symboliki oraz opiséw réznych rzemiosti zawodow. W swojej poezji Utkin
stworzyt zaczarowany Swiat, Swiadczacy o niezwyktym i btyskotliwym talencie artystycznym. Jego tworczos¢
wyraza ducha dawnych czaséw, romantyczna wiare w sprawiedliwy komunizm, nadzieje, ktre rozwiaty sie
wraz z koricem Il wojny Swiatowej i poczatkiem antysemickiej polityki Stalina, zwanej ,mrocznymi latami
sowieckiego zydostwa”.

Stowa kluczowe: Utkin, poezja popularna, elementy zydowskie, Il wojna $wiatowa, sowiecka ojczyzna

Mocu YTkuH: eBpeiickuit nosT 1 GopeL| 3a COBETCKYH0 POAMHY

Pe3tome: B cTaTbe BnepBble pacckasblBaeTCA 0 XU3HN U TBOPYECTBE COBETCKOTO eBpeiickoro nosta Mocuda
YTkuHa (1903-1944), nornbwero Bo Bpems BTopoil MpOBOil BOIAHbBI. ITOT KPYMHbI NO3T HA CErOAHALIHNI
JleHb Heu3BecTeH Ha 3anaje, ¥ ero no3uA MouTH He U3yyanach, fAaxe Ha pycckom A3blke. ABTOpa CTaTbi
WIHTEPECYIOT TPU OCHOBHBIX acMeKTa Mo331u YTKMHA: My3blKasbHble aCMeKTbl ero N0331K, ero BoeHHas noasus
11 eBpeiickue TemMbl B ero M033uN. ITU acneKTbl Obinn BbIGPaHbI ANA aHANN3a, MOTOMY YTO OHU ABNAITCA
LieHTpanbHbIMY, Hanbonee 0CHOBHbIMU 3neMeHTamu B paboTe YTKnHa. Ho ero no3sua oxBatbiBaeT He TONbKO
3TIN aCNeKTbl, 1 6bINo Obl TaKXKe LienecoobpasHo U3yunTb ee GONbKNOPHbIE INEMEHTDI, XaHPOBbIE CTOPOHDI,
CUMBONMKY €ro Mo33nK, a TakxKe ONUCaHNA Pa3NYHbIX pemecen v npodeccuit. B ceoeit no3un oH co3pan
3aKONA0BAHHbIA MU, KOTOPbIIA NMOKa3an ero HeobblyaiiHblii v BnecTALMA XyA0XecTBeHHbII TanaHT. Ero
103314 BbIpaXana AlyX BpeMeH! POMaHTUYECKOi BEpbI B CNPaBeANMBOCTb KOMMYHIU3MA, HaZieX ibl, KOTOpble
bl pa3buTbl Noce okoHuaHus Bropoit MupoBoii BoiiHbl 1 Hauana CTanMHCKMX aHTUCEMUTCKUX TOHEHMIA,
13BECTHBIX KaK «UepHble Fofbl COBETCKOrO eBPeiicTBa.

KnioueBble cnoBa: YTKUH, nonynapHas nodsus, espeiickue anemeHTbl, Bropas Muposas Boiiha, CoeTckas
Popuna
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Introduction

This article presents the life and work of the Soviet Jewish poet
losif Utkin (1903-1944), who was killed in the Second World War
(or the Great Patriotic War, as it was known in the Soviet Union).
This major poet is to date almost unknown in the West, and his
poetry has hardly been studied even in Russian, let alone in other
languages. Jewish authors in Eastern Europe were familiar with
and wrote in three languages: Yiddish, Russian, and Hebrew, and
made abundant use of imagery and illustrations from the Bible
and the Talmud. This article reveals for the first time the manner
in which elements of these languages and cultures were incorpo-
rated within Utkin’s work.

Significant attention is devoted to the poem The Tale of the Red-
head Motele, Mr. Inspector, Rabbi Isaiah, and Commissar Blokh. This
epic poem relates to Yiddish, to Hebrew, to the Hebrew Bible, and
incorporates other sources in Jewish folklore and religious texts
— sources which place the poem in an ironic light. One who reads
this poem without noting its underlying irony has missed the sim-
ple meaning of this text.

In what follows, we present these basic linguistic and cultural
aspects, without which it is impossible to understand the simple
meaning of the written text. Hence, this article makes little use of
the theoretical constructs widespread in contemporary literary
studies, which can only be applied to Utkin's poetry once its basic
linguistic and textual contents have been thoroughly researched.

In this article we refer to three main aspects of Utkin's poetry: the
musical aspects of his poetry, his war poetry, and Jewish themes
in his poetry. These aspects were chosen for analysis because they
are the most important elements in Utkin's work.

losif Utkin: The Short and Difficult Life
of a Jewish Poet and Soviet Patriot

losif Pavlovich Utkin (27 May, 1903 - 13 November, 1944) was
a Russian-Jewish poet and journalist who participated in the Rus-
sian Civil War of 1917-1923 and in the Second World War. He was
born at Khingan Station, now Khingansk on the China-Orient rail-
way line, where his father worked. The surname “Utkin” may have
been derived from the Jewish surname “Utkin” — i.e., the son of
Utka (or: Itka, or: Etka), a Jewish woman’s name. At times Jewish
surnames are derived from the personal name of the child’s moth-
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er, especially when the child’s father is absent, the suffix “kin” be-
ing the Yiddish for “son of"'.

Utkin was among seven children in his family. When he was sev-
enteen, Utkin volunteered for combat in the civil war and was sent
to the Soviet Far East to fight the White Russian forces?. In late 1922
Utkin became a reporter for the newspaper Vlast Truda (The Power
of Labor), where his first poems were published. In 1924 he was
sent by the Irkutsk Province Party Committee and the Party Com-
mittee of the Komsomol to study in Moscow, where he graduated
from the Moscow Institute of Journalism in 1927. About that time
he became a member of a group of engaged Komsomol poets
that included Alexander Bezymensky?, Alexander Zharov*, Vissa-
rion Sayanov’® and Mikhail Svetlov®.

Utkin’s literary career began in Moscow. In late 1924 and early
1925 his poems about the Civil War — The Story of a Soldier, Execu-
tion, and Song about a Mother — were published in the journals
“Ogonek”, “Prozhektor”, and “Smena”. His first book, The Tale of the
Red-head Motele, Mr. Inspector, Rabbi Isaiah, and Commissar Blokh
(1925), was a long poem about the shtetl’. It was Utkin’s first major
success and facilitated his entry into the world of poetry?.

In 1930 and 1931 he wrote many engaged poems in an explic-
itly Communist style, dealing with such subjects as the Red Army,
the Komsomol, outstanding construction workers, and electrifi-
cation. However, his more mature poetry, written between 1933
and 1940, tended more toward the folk song. The lyric hero of this
poetry was a character who was restrained in the expression of his
feelings.

In August 1941 Utkin began to serve on the Bryansk front as
a staff member of the front-line newspaper Na “Razgrom Vraga”
(“To Rout the Enemy”). The following month he was wounded, los-
ing four fingers of his right hand. Sent to Tashkent to recover, Utkin
continued his literary work despite his condition. Throughout this
time he was eager to return to the front, frequently writing to high

T Compare also to the name of the Yiddish writer David Utkes, see: G. Estraikh, In Harness. Yiddish Writers’

Romance with Communism, Syracuse University Press, Syracuse 2005, pp. 49, 50, 241.
2 The Whites were anti-Bolshevik supporters of the former Tsarist government. The Tsarist governmental
army was called the White Army. The Reds were pro-Bolshevik supporters.
Alexander Bezymensky (1898—1973) was an engaged Soviet poet.
Alexander Zharov (1904—1984) was an engaged Soviet poet and songwriter.
Vissarion Sayanov (real family name: Makhin, 1903-1959) was a Soviet writer.
Mikhail Svetlov (real family name: Sheinkman, 1903-1964) Soviet poet and dramatist, author of the
famous poem Grenada (1922).
7 Jewish provincial town and its inhabitants.
& It was first published in Molodaya gvardiya, 4 (1925). See also: C. A. Bacunbes, flpeducnosue, in: . YTKuH,
Cmuxu u no3mel, Tocnutuspart, Mocksa 1956, pp. 5-7.
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military authorities requesting to be returned to the combat zone.

By the summer of 1942 Utkin was back at the Bryansk front as
a special correspondent for “Pravda” and “Izvestiya”. He was in the
heat of battle alongside the soldiers, while he wrote marching po-
ems, many of which were set to music and sung at the front.

On November 13, 1944, while at the peak of his creativity, Utkin
perished in a plane crash not far from Moscow while on his way
back from an area where partisans were fighting the Nazi enemy®.

Utkin’'s Work in Research Literature

Although Utkin was a Jewish artist with a Jewish cultural back-
ground, he did not continue to develop his poetic career as a Jew-
ish poet, and over the years became a Russian poet in every sense
of the word — albeit one of Jewish ethnic desent.

The awakening of Jewish national identity, as described by Brian
Horowitz and Alise Nakhimovsky in their monumental works, Jew-
ish Nationalism and Acculturation in 19 and Early 20" Century Rus-
sia'® and Russian-Jewish Literature and Identity", contributed to the
preservation of awareness of Jewish national identity among Jew-
ish youth close to the time of the revolution of October 1917, and
even thereafter. But this national orientation described by Horow-
itz and Nakhimovsky was the opposite of that which developed
among the Jews of the Soviet Union, including losif Utkin, after the
1917 Revolution, when masses of Jews embraced communism and
renounced their Jewish identity. Nevertheless, the awakening of
Jewish national identity delayed somewhat the erasure of the Jew-
ish roots by the Jewish youth, even among those who eventually
abandoned Judaism, such as Utkin. Preservation of Jewish iden-
tity until the period of the revolution can help to explain the deep
Jewish background fashioned in Utkin’s Long Poem The Tale of
the Red-head Motele, Mr. Inspector, Rabbi Isaia, and Commissar Blok.

Utkin’s abandonment of Jewish culture was one that could
have been anticipated in the Soviet Union, both because of the

° E. EBTyweHKo (pen.), (mpogher seka. Awmonoeus pycckodi nosuu, Monudakt, MockBa—MuHck 1995, pp.
408-409; A. Caakauu, Mocug Ymkun (BcrynutenbHas cratbs), in: W. YTkuH, Cmuxomsoperus u nomel,
Cosetckmit nucatenb, MockBa—Jlennnrpaa 1966, pp. 5—-40; Cogemckue nosmel naswue Ha Benukoii
OmeyecmeenHoli Boiite, CoBeTckuil nucatens, JleHunrpaa 1965, p. 406; B. Kopxes, Mocugp Ymrkun
(BBepeHue), in: N. YTkuH, Cmuxu 1924—1944 20008, 3anapHo-Cubupckoe KHKHOe u3a-Bo, HoBocbupck
1971, pp. 5-36.

1B, Horowitz, Jewish Nationalism and Acculturation in 19" and Early 20" Century Russia, Slavica Publishers,
Bloomington 2009, pp. 65—85.

™ A.Nakhimovsky, Russian-Jewish Literature and Identity, Johns Hopkins University Press, Baltimore 1992.
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idealistic enthusiasm felt in light of the new government, and
due to the social, political and economic pressure imposed upon
Jewish writers and poets to forego their Jewish heritage. In any
event, even at the beginning of his path, when Utkin had not
yet cut himself off from his Jewish roots, he was never a deeply
rooted Jewish author devoted to Jewish culture of the type de-
scribed in the studies of the scholar of Yiddish literature, Gen-
nady Estraikh'2. The eminent scholar of Soviet literature, Evgeny
Dobrenko, holds that Utkin was a Russian and Russian-Soviet au-
thor in every respect. He mentions Utkin alongside such explic-
itly Soviet authors as Alexandr Zharov and Alexandr Bezymen-
skii'®. He also mentions Utkin as one of the most popular authors,
whose works were published in Molodaya Gvardia alongside
works by Vladimir Mayakovsky, Mikhail Golodnii'*, Nikolay As-
sev®™, Sergei Obradovich' and Eduard Bagritskii"”. Evidently, Ut-
kin had aspects that tended one way or the other. In this paper
I will relate to this issue as well.

Musicality of Utkin>s Poetry

losif Utkin does not seem to have belonged to any of the con-
temporary innovative literary streams. Rather, one can trace
a strong affinity of Utkin to classical Russian literature, in particular
to the poets Mikhail Lermotov'® and Pavel Vyasemsky". Several
lines from Vyasemsky's poetry appear as a refrain in Utkin's poem,
which is similar to that of Vyasemsky, as follows:

Ewe Tpouika

Tporika munTcs,
TpOWKa CKauyer...
P. Vyasemsky

5]

See, for example, the insightful research by Gennady Estraikh (/n Harness. Yiddish Writers’ Romance with
Communism. ...). Even more mature Yiddish writers than Utkin were impressed by the Communist ideas
and forced by the regime to abandon the Jewish life.

E. Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer. Social and Aestetic Origins of Soviet Literary Culture, trans. J.M.
Savage, Stanford University Press, Stanford 2001, p. 23.

Mikhail Golodnii (1903—1949) was a Russian poet of a Jewish desent.

Nikolay Aseev (1889—1963) was a Soviet poet, Futurist, theatrical director.

Sergei Obradovich (1892—1956) was a Russian and Soviet poet.

Eduard Bagritskii (1895—1934) was an important Russian and Soviet poet of the Constructivist School. See:
E. Dobrenko, The Making of the State Writer. ..., pp. 120-121.

Mikhail Lermontov (1814—1841) is a supreme Russian Romantic writer and poet.

Prince Pavel Vyazemsky (1820—1888) was a writer and historian of Russian literature, accountant of
Alexander Pushkin.
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MuunTcAa TpoiiKa, CKaueT TPOoIiKa,
Konokonbuvik nog gyrou
PazroBapuBaeT 60i1Ko.

CBeTUT MecAL MOSIOLOoN.

[...] TapmoHUCT 1 3aneBana
[lep>XnT necHio Ha pemHe,

JTa necHsA nobbiBana

W B cTaHuue n B Kpemne.

[...] Kak OH 651130K, KaK NOHATEH,
Kak Hapop K Hemy MpuBbIK,
3BOHKMX NeCeH, APKNX NATEH
BbipasutenbHbiii A3bIK!

[...] HeT, He Bpems HblHYe BONKY!
W, He TPOHYB CBEXNI HaCT,

BonK yxoguT BTUXOMOJIKY,
Pycckolh necHy CTOPOHACh.

A OHa NeTuT, Nnxas,

B 6enocHexHble Kpas,

3amupas, 3aTmxas,

Byato monopocTb mos... %0

The poet and critic llia Selvinsky?' praised this poem of Utkin,

which he saw as continuing in the path of Pushkin??. Utkin himself
constantly read Lermontov’s poetry, related to images from his
poetry in his own poems and, at the time of his death, a volume of
Lermontov’s poetry was found in his hand after his plane crashed.
Utkin’s poetry enjoyed positive reviews on the part of critics of
Russian classical poetry,

Thus Utkin’s First Book of Poems (1927) was noted by the cultural
commissar Lunacharsky?, who wrote:

MOXHO MO3APaBUTb PYCCKYIO IMTEPaTypy C NOABNEHVEM NePBbIX NPOou3Be-

geHunin Mocnda YTkmHa. [...] [Ero] My3bikanbHbIi cTUX. [...] rapmMoHUpyeT c ugei-
HbIM 11 SMOLMOHANbHBIM CcoaepKaHemM ¢pasbl. [...] YTKMHY npucyLy Yype3Bbl-
YaliHO MATKNUI FYMaHN3M, MOJHbIN I060BHOr0 OTHOLWeHWsA K iloaam. [...] Hago
noXenaTtb, YToObl HnecTALlee Hayano, NOIOXKEeHHOe NePBbIMM €ro Npou3Bege-
HUAMK, MOy YN0 AOCTOMHOE NMPOAOCIHKEHNE,

Utkin’s approach to the rhyme and meter of classical Russian

poetry was particularly well developed. He was likewise influ-

20

21

2

23

%

. YTKuH, Cmuxomeoperus u nosml, XynoxectenHaa nutepatypa, Mocksa 1961, pp. 163—164; I1. YTkuH,
(muxomeopexus u no3mei. .. 1966, p. 197; W. YTkun, Cmuxu 1924-1944 20006. . ., pp. 132-133.

llya Sel'vinsky (1899-1968) was a Soviet prose writer, poet, and dramatist, the leader of the Soviet
Constructivist movement.
W. CenbBuHcKmii, ll033us Mocugha Ymrkura, “NutepaTypHas raseta”, 2.12.1944, no 5 (1108), pp. 12-13.
Anatoly Lunacharsky (1875-1933) was an art critic and a journalist.

A. NyHavapckuii, Hocugh Ymrun, “Mpoxektop 22", 30.11.1925, pp. 12-18; nepeusa.: W. YTkun, Cobpanue
coquHeruti 8 8 momax, 1. 2, XypoxecTBeHHaA nutepatypa, Mocksa 1964, pp. 348-354.
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enced by Russian folklore, whose rhymes and meters he bor-
rowed. The only contemporary poet by whom Utkin was influ-
enced was Sergei Esenin?’; it is possible that Esenin’s authentic
and powerful relation to Russian folklore? further strengthened
Utkin’s relation to his poetry. On the occasion of Esenin’s tragic
and premature death by suicide at the age of 30, Utkin wrote
a special, melancholy poem the like of which he never wrote for
any other poet:

Cnoso EceHury

Kpacusbim, CHErnasbim
He npocTo ymmnparts.

OH nen, nobun Nnpokassl,
CTnxu, ceno v matb...
Ham Bcem fjaHa oTumM3Ha
M npaBo XuUTb 1 NeTb,

M Kpome npaBa Xn3Hm —
M npaso ymepeTb.

[...] ByHTytowmin n wanwin,
Tbl BbIKMMEN A0 AHA.
Komy Hy>kHbl 60Kabl,
Bokanbl 6e3 BMHa?..
Kunwut, uBeTeT 0TUM3Ha,
Ho Tbl He MOXeLub neTb!
A KpoMme npaBsa Xn3sHu,
EcTb npaBo ymepeTb?.

The combination of influences from Russian classical poetry and
Russian folklore, together with his brilliant fashioning of rhyme
and meter, gave Utkin's poetry a uniquely musical quality and
a striking chanson or ballad-like quality. Almost all of his lyric po-
ems may be considered as songs. Thanks to their classic, simple
Russian language and their lyric style; they were also extremely
popular.

Many well-known composers, such as Mikhail Gnesin?, the
founder of Jewish music in the Soviet Union, set some of Utkin's
poems to music. Gnesin’s collection Jewish Songs (1923-1926)
consisted of five works, including music to Utkin's Tale of the Red-

Sergei Esenin (1895-1925) was one of the most popular and well-known Russian lyrical poets of the 20th
century. About Utkin’s affinity to Esenin’s poetry, see: A. Muxaiinos, Bnadumup Maskosckuti (1893—1930),
in: Mlcmopus pycckoli cosemckoli noasuu 1917—1941, Hayka, Nenutrpan 1983, p. 188.

R. Lapidus, Between Snow and Desert Heat — Russian Influences on Hebrew Literature: 18701970, Hebrew
Union College Press, Cincinnati 2003, pp. 174-176.

N.YTKUH, CmuxomeopeHus unoamel. . ., 1961, p. 44—45; . YTk, Cmuxomeoperus unomel. . ., 1966, p. 74.
Mikhail Gnesin (1883—1957) was an important Russian composer and pedagogue. Jewish motifs can be
heard in Gnesin’s composition (1929), which include the vocal cycle Tale of the Red-headed Motele based on
Utkin's poem (1925). Gnesin had been one of the founders of Jewish art musicin Russia.
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headed Motele (see below). This cycle is considered one of Gne-
sin’s most important works. Vadim Kozin?°, Alexandr Sukhanov?,
Alexandr Vertinsky?®', and Sergei Nikitin®? also composed music
and wrote romances to verses by Utkin®.

The composer Vitaly Gubarenko* composed a cycle of vocal
music based upon Utkin's poems. Three of Gubarenko’s nine ro-
mances written in 1962 were based on Utkin’s poems: Annushka,
On the Way, and In the Carpathians were all part of this cycle. a re-
cording of a Kharkov concert preserved in the collection of Ukrain-
ian National Radio begins with these romances.

Annushka, the mostemotionally expressive romancein this cycle,
articulates the main patriotic idea of the three songs discussed?”:

HapooHas necHs (AHHYywiKa)

«Hy-Ka, aBepu oTBOPU:

Kto ctonT Tamy gsepu?»
«3TO HULWMIN, AHHYLLKa».
[...]

«Hy, Tak BbINAN 3a NneTeHb:
Mouemy Takan TeHb?!»

«3TO py*bA, AHHYLLKa».
[...]

370 Genble npyT,

3TO KpacHoro BefyT,

370... My>K TBOW, AHHYLLKa...»"*
1939

The vocal score is constructed in the form of a dialogue between
Annushka and an unseen interlocutor. The heroine’s questions
(first about a beggar who accidently came to Annushka’s home,
then about groans heard coming from the river, and finally about
the arrival of a White Army company dragging with them her cap-
tive husband) are followed by laconic responses with the formu-
laic lament: “Itis a beggar, Annushka”, “It is a swan, Annushka”, etc.
This compositional device creates the effect of a rondo, that com-

B

Vadim Alekseevich Kozin (1905-1994) was a Russian popular singer, composer and poet.

Alexandr Sukhanov (born in 1952) is a Russian composer and bard. Starting in 1969, Sukhanov began to
compose tunes to his own poems, as well as those of such well-known Russian poets as Samuil Marshak,
Alexandr Vertinsky, Alexandr Pushkin and Utkin.

Alexandr Vertinsky (1889—1957) was a Russian poet, artist, singer, composer, cabaret artist, and actor.
Sergei Nikitin (born in 1944) was a Russian composer and singer.

On the musical qualities of Utkin's poetry, see: M. CBeTnos, 0 no3me u dpyze, BCTynUTENbHAA CTaTbA in:
W. YTkuH, CmuxomeopeHus u no3mel, XynoxectsenHasn Jlutepatypa, Mocksa 1958, p. 5.

Vitalii Gubarenko (1934—2000) was a Ukrainian composer.

%M. Csetnos, 0 nosme u dpyze. ..., pp. 5-8.

36 W. YTkuH, CmuxomeopeHus u nosmel. ..., 1961, p. 160; . YTkun, Cmuxomeoperus u nosmei. . ., 1966, p. 191.

8
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plicates the traditional romance structure and gradually increases
the emotional tension of the scene.

Gubarenko’s romance On the Way, from his cycle inspired by Ut-
kin's poem On the Way (Night and Snow and the Way is Long), high-
lights images of war. The music conveys a sense of broad spaces,
houses covered with snow, columns of soldiers, wrecked fates,
wounded souls, and distraught emotions. Amidst all these there
emerges the atmosphere of a winter night with frozen air and the
labored breathing of humans.

B dopoze

Houb 1 cHer, v nyTb ganék;
Ha cHery nokatom

TonbKo Tneet yronék
OpvHOKoOM XaTbl.

[...] Mop nonosbamu ckpunuT
PyccKom Xn3HM CKa3Ka.
..llornagnwwb no ctopoHam —
TonbKO CHer aa NbKHW.

Ho Takas cka3ka Ham

Bcein popoxe xunsHm! >’

In the Carpathians, the third vocal miniature of Gubarenko,
dramatizes the mournful tale of the news of a Cossack killed on
the Austrian front brought to a hut in the Kuban. The emotional
structure of this romance reflects the foreboding of the girl who
loves the Cossack®. In the vocal performance of this song one can
sense traces of the Trans-Carpathian folk music tradition®.

The striking and brilliant musicality of Utkin's poetry is charac-
teristic of the movement which he created, a poetic school of one
man, standing alongside the other literary movements that exist-
ed during the period of the Russian avant-garde.

Utkin’s Patriotic War Poetry

losef Utkin wrote a considerable amount of poetry on the subject
of warfare, relating both to the Civil War in the young Soviet Union

7 . YTkuH, Cmuxomeoperus u nomel. . ., 1961, p. 217; N. YTkux, CmuxomeopeHus u noamel. . ., 1966, p. 229.

% The poem was also published under the titles Song to a Girl and Song, see: YTkut, CmuxomeopeHus
unosmel..., 1961, pp. 74-75.

* About the musical and vocal settings of the poetry of Utkin, see: I. [ipay, BokanbHa nipuka Bitanis [y6a-
peHka, “HaykoBi 3anucku TepHoninbcokoro nepyHisepcutety” (Cepisa mucTewTBo3HascTBo) 1999, Ne 1,
pp. 37—40; A. Nblyarwn, llpobnema numepamypHo20 KoHMeKcMa u XaHpossix mpaduyudi 8 nupuke Nocugpa
Ymkuna 1920-1930-x 20008, https://www.dissercat.com/content/problema-literaturnogo-konteksta-i-
zhanrovykh-traditsii-v-lirike-iosifa-utkina-1920-1930-kh- [10.09.2020].
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(1917-23) between the Communists and the anti-Communists (the
Reds and the Whites), and the Second World War of 1941-45 (i.e.,
the Second World War) between the Soviet Union and Nazi Ger-
many*°. Utkin was a Soviet patriot in heart and soul, deeply rooted
in matters of public concern. Nevertheless, many of his poems fo-
cus upon the destiny of the individual combat soldier who found
himself in a no-win situation without any chance of survival. The
individual soldier stands alone against the forces of evil confront-
ing him which are far beyond his ability to resist so that, in the final
analysis, he is defeated thereby*'.

Utkin’s poetry portrays the Soviet man fighting on behalf of the
lofty ideal of his beloved Soviet Motherland, forced to pay the ul-
timate personal price. But although he is killed by the mighty en-
emy, he does not betray his ideals. The following poem describes
the torture and execution of a young Soviet soldier by the Japa-
nese army within the framework of Japanese intervention in the
Russian Civil War on the side of the anti-Communist forces during
the years 1921-1923:

Komcomoneckas lNecHa

Manbunwky wnenHynu B VipkyTcke.
Emy cemHaguaTb neT Bcero.
[...] Hag HUM Hepgento n3ambiBancs
AinoHckuin oduuep B TIopbme,
[...] EMy AnoHcKas «munkapa»
[po3uT, KpnuuT: «MpursHanca cam!..»
W 6rnn manbumnka nprknagom
[...] Ho komcomonbubl
Ha ponpoce
He tpycat
W He roBopAaT!
[...] Ero BBenv B TIOPEMHbIN ABOP.
Ho KOMMyHUCTbI
Ha pacctpene
He onyckatoT B 3emnto rnas!
[...] W oH noru6, cynbby npremns,
[...] O6HABLWN 3emrI0,
KoTopoii mbl He oTgagum!*

1934

The young Soviet soldier is all alone confronting the Japanese
army. There is no chance that the Red Army will come to his help to

0 I1. Oukc, Om cocmagumens, in: W. YTkuH, M36parxas nupuka, Monogas reapana, Mockea 1968, pp. 3—4.

‘" On the individualistic tendency in Utkin's poetry, see: A. Muxaiinos, Bradumup Maskosckud. . ., p. 134.

2 ). Yrku, CmuxomeopeHus u nomel. .., 1961, pp. 108—109; W. Ytkun, Cmuxomeoperus u nosmei. .. 1966,
pp. 146—147; E. EBTywerKo (ed.), (mpogel gexa. . ., p. 409; . YTkuH, Cmuxu 19241944 20008. . ., pp. 102—
103.
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free him, and his numerous torturers are far more powerful than
he is. Hence, he has no hope to survive and is helpless in face of
his cruel fate. The power of his spirit is nevertheless stronger than
his physical power, and by virtue of this he does not betray his pa-
triotic ideals. Utkin portrays the figure of the almost mythological,
utopian hero, presented as a superman, who stands alone against
the entire world of evil*.

In his other patriotic poems, Utkin refines this individualistic ap-
proach even further. In his war poetry he foregoes dramatic por-
trayals of the acts of the individual and focuses upon his feelings,
his thoughts, and his inner spiritual and experiential world upon
finding himself being taken out to be executed — the peak of his
isolation. For example, in the following:

Paccmpen

M npocto Tak —

Be3 panbHux cnos —

Kak 6yaTo 6b11 1 He 6bl. ..

3a yacToKonamu LTbIKOB

TaK TAXeno cMoTpeTb Ha Hebo...

[...] Mory n gywy nogaputb —

BoH Tam 3a cnepytoLen ropkon. ..

[...] VN odpnuep cnpocun:

«[oToB?»

fl cocunTan WTbIKM HEBOJIBHO.

3aueM UM [I0XKMHA WTbIKOB?

W ogHoro BnosiHe AOBOJIbHO. ..

[...] <T-T-T-0BapwL... AaN-Ka 3aKypuUTb».

«MopoxHelwb 6e3 MaxopKu...»**
1924

Utkin is revealed in his war poetry as an ambivalent figure, torn
between his dedication to the supreme goal of the collective and
his individualistic temperament.

A special place in Utkin’s war poetry is devoted to the soldier’s
mother. The figure of the mother serves as an alter-ego to the voice
of the poem’s narrator. She too becomes a soldier like himself,
a figure both mother and soldier. She is more loyal and devoted to
her soldier-son than the entire military of the Soviet Union. Even
when the Red Army fails to stand by the side of the isolated soldier
confronting the entire force of the enemy, his mother comes to his
help and avenges him, waging war against the entire enemy army.

“ A, Muxaiinos, Bnadumup Maskosckudi. . ., p. 390.
“ 1. Ytku, Cmuxomeoperus u nomel. ..., 1961, p. 23; . YTkus, Cmuxomeoperus u nome. . ., 1966, p. 52;
W. YTk, Cmuxu 19241944 20008. . ., pp. 41-42.
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There is no person in the entire universe who understands the
heart of the soldier and identifies with him more than his mother.
Thus, for example:

Pacckaz condama

[...] Daneko, B 3acHexeHHon Cnbupu,
W MeHa xpana ctapyxa MaTb.

[...] VI npywnm K Hen Kak-To napTu3aHbl
W ckazanu,
YTo noBeLueH A.

[...] A nop yTpo, BaneHKn HaaB1HYB,
B yac, korga »kenteet Mrna,

K oduuepckomy ywna oBuHy —

W 0BVH, OMKHO ObITb, MOAOXKINA.

[...] Womnonamu B wrabe odurepckom
3anoponu matb moto!..*®
1924

But even in those poems that focus upon the image of the
mother, there is a certain ambivalence on the part of Utkin. The
mother is the person who is most beloved and closest to the sol-
dier; she is described as the only true and reliable person upon
the earth; it is to her that he lifts his eyes in times of trouble and to
whom he cries out in times of danger. Nevertheless, she does not
understand him, his inner world, or the situation in which he finds
himself. Indeed, it seems that there is no person who is more alien
and distant to the soldier than his own mother, as follows from the
following poem:

lecHa o mamepu

Bowen n ckaszan:

«Kak Buguwp, A uen,
B3ATb He cymenn
Bparu Ha npuuen.
[...]W cHoBa npuwen 1,
PopgHas, gomon. [...]'»
W opaeH

Mbinany Hero Ha rpyau.
[...] N 6onbHO ckazana
Cepana matb:

«Moi munbin,

“ First published in the journal “OroHek” 1924, no. 42, pp. 1-2, under the title Paccka3 napmusana; V. YTk,
(muxomeoperus u noamel. .., 1961, pp. 21-22; W. Ytkun, Cmuxomeoperus u noamel. .., 1966, p. 51;
W. Yrku, Cmuxu 1924—1944 20008. .., 1971, pp. 39-40.
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[...] Ho 6onblue 6oanacb

3a coBecTb TBOIO.

Ckaxu:

Yenosekom

Ha ¢ppoHTe Tbl 6bIN?..»

M rnyxo cka3an oH:

«CemHaguatb youn...»

[...] W monua conpat

Crynun 3a nopor,

[...] W oppoeH...

[poxan y Hero Ha rpyau.

Ax, 6eiHan maTb!

AX, pobpas maTb!

Koro Ham no6uTb?

Koro npoknnHatb?*®
1924

The figure of the mother and her memory is an open, bleeding
wound in the heart of the Soviet soldier with whom Utkin identi-
fies. Her image, imprinted deep in the poet’s heart, is the source
of the existential ambivalence in his poetry. The complex relation-
ship between the soldier and his mother, which combines devo-
tion and identification to death alongside alienation, is the deep-
est fault-line in Utkin’s poetry.

Nevertheless, in his war poetry it difficult for Utkin to refrain from
relating to events involving numerous people, such as groups of
soldiers, and not just to isolated individuals. In such poems, Utkin
often describes landscapes with human characteristics, turning
them into national, social and political symbols. The following is
a propaganda poem describing an innocent and miserable Rus-
sian village attacked by a platoon of vicious soldiers of the White
Army, opposed to the just Communist Red Army:

Hanem

[...] VI ncom ncnyraHHbIM B CHery
Kopexunnacb gepeBHs.
MONKOBHUK BbIPOC HAA JTYKOWA:
«3aKknafbiBaii naTpoHbI!»

M Kax<ablih CKOBaHHOW pyKoW
Tyrow Kypok noTporarn.

M 3acTOHan oKOHHbI 3BOH!
O6e3ymeBLINIA BAPBI3T,

Bclo HOUb Ka3auunii KOHHbIV B3BOA,
[ObipsBun wKypbl 136.

W HuKorga, Kak B TOT BOCX0f,
Mop po3oBeBLWMM HebOM

1. YkuH, Cmuxomeoperus uno3mei. . ., 1966, pp. 53—54.
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Y npopy6u 6arpoBbiii nep
Takum 6arpoBbiM He 6bit... 7
[...] Ha abibe gbIMHOrO OrHs
LWaTanaca fepesHs...*

1924

Utkin's poems about the Civil War in Russia differ from those
devoted to the Second World War. In the poetry about the Civil
War, he expresses his sadness in face of the death of the individual
soldier, whereas in his poetry about the Second World War there
is no room for sadness. Instead there are fury and shock in face of
the abominations, and a call for vengeance that allows no respite.
The poems of the Second World War are decisive, forceful, and
more poignant than those of the Civil War. These are also songs of
battle, each one of which could serve as an anthem, as a symbol of
struggle to the last drop of blood of the Soviet people.

Utkin's tendency to focus upon the figure of a single unfortu-
nate and helpless individual, forced to unsuccessfully confront the
enormous powers of evil, thousands of times stronger than him-
self, is further accentuated in his poems of war®. In these poems,
Utkin concentrates upon the acts of his heroes or the things done
to them, as in the following description of a girl who was killed. He
foregoes portraying the inner world of the hero, which is utterly
negligible in light of the external events which are far worse:

A 8uden 0esoyky youmyio

Al Baen feBouky youTtyio,
[...] Kazanocb, neBouka cnana.
[...] Kak 6yaTo uto-To »kpan pebeHok. ..
Cnpocwm, yero xpaana oHa?
OHa xJana, ToBapuLl, BecTu,
To6oto BbipBaHHON B 6010, —
O cTpawHoi, 6ecrnowaHon MecTu
3a cMepTb HeBUHHY1O CBOHO!*?
1941

In the poems of the Second World War one can likewise see Ut-
kin’s manner of attributing human characteristics to scenery and

4

Because the wounded village dwellers, who supported Communists, were thrown through a hole in the
ice into the icy water and drowned by the anti-Communist forces.

W. YTkuH, Cmuxomeopenus u no3mel. .. 1961, pp. 25-26; . YTku, Cmuxomeopenus u noamel. .. 1966,
p. 53; W. YTkuH, Cmuxu 1924—1944.20008. .. 1971, p. 43.

W. Kasack, Lexikon der russischen Literatur ab 1917, PUK KynbTypa, MockBa 1996, p. 432.

First published under the title To a Red Army Soldier; W. YTkun, Cmuxomeoperus u nosmei. ... 1961, p. 202;
W. YTk, Cmuxomaoperus u no3mel. .. 1966, pp. 208—209; Jo nocnedHezo dvixaHus. Cmuxu cosemckux
no3mos, naswux 8 Benukoii OmeyecmaeHoli 8otine, Mpasaa, Mocksa 1985, p. 312, See also another poem
written in this spirit: ibid., 315-316.

4

4
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to places, turning them into patriotic symbols. Every river, every
town and every Russian village participates in this life-and-death
struggle against the Nazis*'. Among the villages and scenery, too,
the war arouses supreme, supernatural forces for battle against
the accursed Nazis. It would thus seem that the wild, intense long-
ing to repel the Nazis gave Utkin wings, transformed him into
a creature with superhuman powers, changed his life permanent-
ly, and ultimately led to his death in the crash of his combat plane.

The Yiddish and Hebrew Subtext of Utkin’s Long Poem
The Tale of the Red-head Motele, Mr. Inspector, Rabbi Isaia,
and Commissar Blokh

Utkin not only distanced himself from the avant-garde move-
ments which were current in the literature of the period during
which he took shape as a poet, bur also avoided Jewish subjects in
his poetry. He only related to the subject of Jews and Judaism by
way of parody and mockery.

In 1925, when losif Utkin was 22 years old, he wrote the poem
known by the name The Tale of the Red-head Motele, Mr. Inspector,
Rabbi Isaiah, and Commissar Blokh. This lengthy poem brought
about a revolution in Russian literature in general and in Russian-
Jewish literature in particular. The hero of the poem is a redhead-
ed Jewish youth named Motele, whose parents were murdered in
one of the pogroms, leaving him an orphan. Motele lived in a Jew-
ish village, or shteitl, was a simple young man unlearned in the
secrets of the Talmud or in any traditional Jewish mysticism. He
was very poor, and worked as an apprentice tailor who with diffi-
culty eked out a meager living. Motele’s socio-economic situation
was distressing; he had no hopes for the future, and on the face
of it seemed destined to struggle his entire life merely in order to
survive. To Motele’s frustration, disappointment and depression,
a personal insult was added: he was in love with Riva, daughter
of the wealthy Rabbi Isaia, who represents the class of capitalis-
tic Jews during the period prior to the Communist revolution. But
a match between is Motele and Riva was unthinkable, because her
father related to Motele in a mean and condescending way and
could not agree to the marriage of his spoiled and finicky daugh-
ter to an impoverished man of his like.

ST . YTkuH, CmuxomeopeHus u nomel. .., 1961, p. 242; W. YTkuH, Cmuxomeoperus u no3mel..., 1966,
p. 234; (8awenHas goliHa. Cmuxu o Benukoli OmeyecmsenHol Boline, pep. C. Haposyatos, fl. Xenemckuii,
XynoxecTBeHHas nutepatypa, Mocksa 1966, p. 700; Benukas OmeyecmeenHas. CmuxomeopeHus u noamb,
pea. C. Haposuaros, fl. Xenemckuii, XypoxectBenHas nutepatypa, Mocksa 1970, 2 11., pp. 406—-407.
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Upon the outbreak of the Communist revolution, everything
was turned upside down: the wealthy Rabbi Isaia lost all his mon-
ey and was left with naught but to pray for the failure of Com-
munism, a hope lacking in any chance of being realized, as the
Communists become stronger all the time. All of the earlier social
arrangements had changed: the harsh official responsible for all
public matters, Mr. Inspector, loses his office. Rabbi Isaia, who in
the past had imposed his fear on everybody, dies, while Motele,
the formerly destitute and miserable tailor, ascends to the position
of a high-level official, makes decisions, and people seek him out
whenever they need something.

The poem is written as a parody of the old life in the shteit/, the
Jewish village, presenting the parochial Jewish characters in ri-
diculous and grotesque fashion, making mocking use of Yiddish
phrases written in Russian transcription, so that the Russian reader
may understand it. The following is a fragment of this lengthy
poem:

Mosecme o peixxem Mom3ie, 20cnoduHe UHcnekmope,
passuHe Vcatie u komuccape bnox

W maneHbKni pbixkuin MoTane
Pa6otan

3a oBoux.

[...] chenann —

MopTHbIM.

[...] MoTane meuTaeT o KypuLe,
A nHcnekTop

Kypuuy ecr.

[...] BoT: MoTane no6ut Puy,
Ho... y Pusbi

OTel — paBBYH.

A paBBUH roBOPUT 4acTo,

W Bcerpa 06 oaHoM:

— «Ein Hapgo

[...] 6onblion

LOom».

[...]y MoTane Bcg, uto 6onblLuoe,
TaK 3TO TONbKO

Hoc.

[...]Vy MoTane

Bbbina mama,

Crapas eBpeiickas MaTb.

[...] Bcero...

Oga...

Morpoma...

W MoTane ctan

Cupora.

[...] 3TOT AeHb 6bIST TAKUM HOBbIM,
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Monogabim, Kak 3aps!
MepBbit pa3 Toraa B KnwnHése
Menn He npo uaps!
[...] W kTO-TO
Kpenko

Cwwun

Taxpuxum

Hukonato!

[...]Ha Bok3an

Mo ynuue

Mpowén

OTpag...

Ho He K aTOMY
[osogabl,

maBHoe (4T06 OH caox!)
B otpage

C MoreHZoOBMAOM.
MoTbKa

Brnox!

[...] W oT Hac

[o 6ora,

Kak ot 6ora

[o Hac.

[...] Yto moxeT patb

Cnenon,

Korpga

Komunccapom

Kakon-to

MopTHon?

[...]AMoTane?

Bbl He cmewTech,

Toxe He nycTAK:

MoTane BbI6GpUn Nenchl,

CHAn nanceppak.

[...] UIHcnekTop He o cebe monutcA
O opyrux.

[...] Ban 6or cropetb CoBeTam,
MpoBanutbca genyTatam...

[...] Beinpamu To,

Yro cmaATo...

[...] ToT, KTO Nonpo6oBan NTuLbl,
Msco He oueHb ecT.

Myppbii paBBUH Vicana

[...] BBITNSANT BCE-TAKW NJTOXO:
Llykoi Ha menu...

— MHe Kk Kommuccapy brnoxy...—
Ero nposenwu.

[...] — [o Bac HebonbluOe aenble,
ToBapwuLy Komuccap.

[...] Bbl — My>KuMHa KpacyvBbI,
CkaxkemTe:

3ATb KakK 3ATb.

Tak nouemy moei Pusbl
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Bam 6bl

He B3ATb?

[...] IHcnekTOp cnpmnt n konet
«Tekywume genav.

W... oH MmeuTaeT — He 6onblie
(Y10 ke ocTanocb emy?),

Kak 6bl nonactb

B Monbuuy

W He nonacTb

B Tiopbmy...

[...]BoT MoTane —

[...] CngnT B ceppnTom
KabuHeTe.

CnaunT Kak NepBblil YenoBeK.
[...] Vi ecnn HOBbIM

Cpok npuwén,

To, 3HauwnT, CTapbiM —

Bpemsa cmeptu!

[...] MycTb no-HoBOMY, Vcaiiq,
Cron Tebe nocnyuT.

A MOTOM — K MHOMY Kpalo.

B pai1, KoHeuHo, He nHave...
[...] Vi ecnn HOBbIM

Cpok npuwwén,

To, 3HauwnT, CTapbiM —

Bpemsa cmepTn...

[...] ©3pTur...

[...] UHcnekTopy

Hy»xHo Monbuuy,

MNMopTHOMY —

Poccums.

[...] Munas, ceeTnas poauHa,
CBobofHas pogyHal

[...] W MoTane

He yeper,

W paxe

B Amepuky.

[...] W nycTb OH — He KoMmnccapom,

HocTtatouHo —
Ye-no-se-kom!*?

1924-1925, Irkutsk-Moscow

Russian scholars who studied this lengthy poem noted that Utkin

mocks the Russian speech characteristic of the village Jews. Accord-
ing to them, Utkin imitates their Russian speech, which includes
many errors in Russian and fragments of odd Yiddish expressions,
thereby creating ludicrous figures. These characters are not au-

52 W. YTkuH, CmuxomeopeHus u no3mel. .. 1961, pp. 296-321; . YTk, CmuxomeopeHus u no3mel. .. 1966,

pp. 267-287; W. Ytkun, Cmuxu 19241944 20008. .. 1971, pp. 161-183. E. EBTyweHko (ed.), Cmpoghel

8eka. .., 409-410.
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thentic representations of the village Jews as they were in reality,
but rather are consistent with the caricatures of Jews that were ac-
cepted in the Russian environment>3. In other words, Utkin does not
describe authentic Jews, but rather depicts the images of Jews that
were accepted in the anti-Semitic anecdotes of the Russian milieu.

But these Russian or Russian-Jewish scholars such as llia Selvin-
sly who related to Utkin's lengthy poem were unfamiliar with the
Jewish sources and with the traditional Jewish way-of-life, and
hence did not realize the full degree of Utkin's playing to his Rus-
sian audience. For example, in Utkin's description of what happens
in the home of Rabbi Isaia upon his death: the body of the de-
ceased is placed upon the dining table in the house, and candles
are lit alongside it. This is, however, an explicitly Russian Orthodox
custom and not a Jewish custom at all. The Jews place the body of
the deceased upon a sheet or a blanket upon the bed and do not
light candles around it. Utkin describes the scene of the funeral in
a strange and artificial manner in order to bring it closer to his Rus-
sian readers and to represent the Jewish customs as if they were
identical to those familiar to them from their own Russian milieu,
even when these descriptions are alien and foreign to the Jewish
world. Utkin panders to his Russian readers, not only by including
errors in Russian speech and fragments of Yiddish expressions in
his characters’ conversation, but also by depicting religious cus-
toms taken from the Russian Orthodox milieu as if they were char-
acteristic of Jewish life as well, even though Utkin certainly knew
that this was not the case.

But over and beyond Utkin’s mocking of his Jewish figures and
his pandering to the world of Russian culture and literature, one
sees in this lengthy poem a warm, sentimental, and authentic re-
lation towards the very Jewish environment that it mocks. Utkin
incorporates authentic Jewish expressions in the discourse of the
narrator — and not only in that of his principles — without mock-
ing them, but as an integral part of the flow of his discourse.

Thus, this lengthy poem is filled with Yiddish expressions, incor-
porated therein in translation to Russian, including such expres-
sions as the following:

M ot Hac
o 6ora,
Kak ot 6ora
o Hac**.

53 3.TlanepHblit, [To33us mto68u u myxecmaa, in: . YTkuH, Cmuxomeoperus u no3mel. .., 1961, pp. 7-8.
1. YTkuH, Cmuxomeoperus u nosmel. ..., 1961, p. 306; . YTkun, Cmuxomeoperus u nomei. ..., 1966, p. 275.
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This is a Yiddish folk expression, which in the original goes as fol-
lows: Fun der Gott azoi fil fun unz tzum Gott>, which means some-
thing like the following: the world follows its own path, and God
doesn't help. This expression is incorporated within the course of
the text of the author himself, and functions as part of his descrip-
tions of what is taking place in the Jewish village.

We should also take note of the following idiom appearing in
the text said by the narrator:

ToT, KTo Nonpo6oBan NTuLbl,
Msco He oueHb ecT™,

This is an inverted corruption of the Yiddish expression: “He who
has tasted beef won't want to eat chicken”— meaning, once a per-
son has gotten used to good and luxurious things (referring here
to the wealthy Rabbi Isaia, as described by Utkin), he will not agree
to become accustomed to things of a lower caliber, such as are
used by poor people.

Utkin’s text also includes Yiddish curses that appear without any
need for interpretation or commentary. Thus: “May God burn up
the Soviets”. This is a literal translation of a Yiddish curse, whose
meaning is self-evident.

Apart from those Yiddish expressions and idioms that are open-
ly incorporated within the text, there are also fragments or allu-
sions to idioms and phrases taken from the Hebrew, such as the
following:

[Bor] Bbinpamu To,
Yro cmaTo...”

This expression is taken from the Bible, Isaiah 40: 3-4: “...make
straight in the desert a highway for our God. Every valley shall be
exalted and every mountain and hill shall be made low; and the
crooked shall be made straight and the rough places plain"8,

The origin of this phrase in the book of Isaiah also explains the
source of the name of the character, Rabbi Isaia, that appears in
this lengthy poem.

To summarize: while Utkin mocks the figures of his heroes as
described in his poem, he also makes use of idioms whose source
lies in Yiddish and in traditional Jewish sources. Utkin's attitude

55 In Yiddish: X3 DX TR 710 2D UK URX WT O

% 1. YTKUH, Cmuxomeoperus u noamel. . ., 1961, p. 312. . YTkuH, Cmuxomeoperus u nosmel. . ., 1966, p. 280.
ST W. YTkuH, CmuxomeopeHus u nosmel. . ., 1961, p. 310; U. YTkux, Cmuxomeoperus u no3mel. . ., 1966, p. 278.
58 |n Hebrew: 7¥p2% 20077 , MW 1% 2p¥ 71,1790 ,AYaN) -991 ,RWIN X092

RINA LAPIDUS



towards Judaism is ambivalent, involving mockery and imitation
alongside authentic love. Utkin is revealed in this lengthy poem,
not only as a Jew who has left the miserable and stifling Jewish
ghetto in order to join the great Soviet Communist revolution,
but also as an authentic, deeply-rooted Jew, who knows well the
sources of Judaism. Moreover: his extensive use of traditional
Yiddish and Hebrew sources may well be rooted in the fact that
these sources were an integral part of Utkin’s language, as against
Russian, with which he had certain difficulties; at the time of writ-
ing this lengthy poem, he was still a beginning poet, and this was
among his earliest works.

Conclusion

To date, Utkin’s poetry has not been sufficiently studied by schol-
ars, and many significant and interesting aspects of it remain un-
known. In the present paper, | have related to four aspects of his po-
etry: its musicality, his war and patriotic poetry, Jewish elements in
his poetry, and his attitude towards women as expressed in his po-
etry. But Utkin's poetry is not fully encompassed by these aspects
alone, and it would be worthwhile as well to study its genre aspects,
folkloristic elements therein, his use of symbolism, and particular
subjects within his poetry, such as his descriptions of scenery and
nature as well as descriptions of various crafts and professions.

One may distinguish three distinct periods in Utkin’s work. The
first is that of the young Utkin, who has just now entered into the
area of Russian poetry. In his writings from this period it is possible
to discern Jewish elements, Yiddish folk expressions, and allusions
to verses from the Hebrew Bible. It was during this period that he
wrote The Tale of the Red-headed Motele, Mr. Inspector,Rabbi Isaia
and Commissar Blokh. The second period was that during in which
Utkin attempted to become a Soviet author in heart and soul. Dur-
ing this period he wrote Soviet propaganda poems, which were
not that successful. The third period was that of Utkin's mature
poetry. During this period he wrote lyrical poems that speak of
what was happening within his heart. The poet himself is depicted
as a sensitive and vulnerable person, who longs for his beloved
and for his home and who suffers heartbreak for one or another
reason. During this period Utkin wrote his most passionate, poems
that captivate the soul.

While Utkin's poetry is not marked by philosophical depth, it is
nevertheless incomparably beloved and pleasant to the Russian
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ear. Through his poetry he created an enchanted world, which first
and foremost exposed his extraordinary and brilliant artistic tal-
ent. But more than it expressed his personal feelings, his poetry
articulated the spirit of the time, a time of a great and romantic
belief in the justice of Communism, a hope that was disappointed
upon the conclusion of the Second World War and the beginning
of the Stalinist anti-Semitic persecutions. This period later became
known as the “black years of Soviet Jewry">°.

% Ye. Gilboa, The Black Years of Soviet Jewry, 1939—1953, trans. from the Hebrew by Y. Shachter, D. Ben-Abba,
Little, Brown and Company, Boston—Toronto 1971.
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