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YepHbIit Beuep.
Besmiit cuer.
Berep, Betep!
Ha Horax He cTOHUT UeJIOBEK.
Bertep, BeTep —
Ha Bcem Ooxbem csere!

3aBuBaer Berep
Besniit cuexok.

IMox cuHexroM — IeI0K.
CKOJIB3KO, TAXKKO,
Beaxuit xomor
Croab3ut — ax, OegHaKKa!

Ot 3manusa K 3TaHUI0
IIporsauyT KaHar.
Ha ranarte — nakar:

“Bea Biacts Yupegurenraomy Codpannio!”

Crapymika youBaercs — rraver, 2
Hwurkak He moiimeT, 4YTo 3HAYUT,
Ha uro Takoit mraxar,
Taxoit OrpOMHBIN JIOCKYT?

CKOJIBKO OBI BBIIILIIO ITIOPTAHOK JJIS PeOsT,

A Bcaxwmii — pasmer, pasyr. . .

Crapy1ika, Kak KypHIia,
Koit-kak mepemorHyJiachk yepes cyrpoo.

— Ox, Marymgka-3acrymuunma!
— Ox, GOJIBIIIEBHKH 3aTOHAT B I'pob!
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ALEKSANDR BLOK
TWELVE!

in a new translation by Maria Carlson

1

Black night.
White snow.

The wind, the wind!
Impossible to stay on your feet.
The wind, the wind!
Blowing across God’s world!

The wind swirls round
The clean, white snow.
Under the snow — there’s ice.
It’s slick, it’s hard,
Pedestrians
Slip — oops! too bad!

From building to building
Stretches a cable.
On the cable’s a placard:

“All Power to the Constituent Assembly!”
An old woman keens and weeps beneath it,2
She just can’t understand what it means,
Why such a huge scrap of cloth
For such a placard?

It would make so many footwraps for the boys,
So many are without clothes or shoes . . .

The old woman, hen-like,
Managed somehow to scramble over the snowbank.

“Oh, Holy Mother of God, our Protectress!
“Oh, those Bolsheviks will put me in my grave!”

1 Typically, English translations refer to Blok’s poem as “The Twelve.” I have chosen to remove the article in order to
preserve the original ambiguity of the title. “T'welve” is not only the number of Red Guards, but also the time of day -- here, the
powerful, liminal time of midnight, the approximate time action occurs. Midnight has important symbolic implications as the
temporal threshold when one day ends and the next begins, a “change of guard” and of times, as well. The reader may wish to
associate to other symbolic twelves as well, of which there are more than a few.

2 Blok depicts the realia of Petrograd in January 1918 with considerable precision in Canto 1 of 7welve. The passersby the
reader meets are those one might typically run across late at night in the center of Petrograd: an old woman whose life has been
turned upside down by war and revolution; writers or intellectuals returning from a salon; young ladies coming home together
from an evening with friends, etc. Placards greeting the representatives of the Constituent Assembly were hung around the
center of town, including on Nevsky Prospekt, the city’s main thoroughfare.



Berep xmectrmii!
He orcraet u mopos!
N 6yp:xyit Ha mepexpecTre?
B BoporHUK ympsiTas HoC.

A a10 KTO? — JITMHHEEBIE BOJIOCH
W roeopuT BIosrosoca:
— Ilpemaremnmn!
— IToru6sa Poccus!
JlomsxHOo OBITE, ITHCATEIIb —
Burus. . .

A BOH U JI0JITOIIOJIBIN —
CropoHKoii — 3a cyrpoo. . .
Yt HBIHUE HeBecebI,
Tosapmur romr?

IlomuwMIb, KaK OBIBAJIO
Bproxowm 1rest Brepes,
N xpecrom cussio
Bproxo Ha Hapox? . .

Bou Gapriasa B kapakyJie
K npyroit mogBepuyJiach:

— Vb MBI IJIAKAJIH, IDIAKAJIN. . .

Ilockonb3uynace
W - 6a1 — pacranyiace!

A, ait!
Tawuu, momeimaii!

Berep Becebrit
U 3011 u pan.
Kpyrut momoJtsr,
[Ipoxosux xbcur,
Pser, mueT 1 HOCUT
Boapoi miraxar:

“Bea Biracts Yupenurensaomy Cobpanumw”. . . 4
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The wind is biting!
The frost tenacious!
The bourgeois standing at the
Crossroads?
Has tucked his nose into his collar.

And who’s this? with long hair
And muttering under his breath:
“Traitors!

“Russia has perished!”

It must be a writer —

An orator. . .

And there’s a figure in a cassock -
Sidling behind the snowbank. . .
So, not too happy these days,
Eh, comrade priest?

You remember how once
You walked, belly-first,
And your cross-bedecked belly
Shone on the common people? . .

There’s a young lady wrapped in karakul,
Walking with another:
“And we cried and cried . . . “
She slipped on the ice
and — oof! — down she went!

Oh, my!
Give me your hand, pull me up!

The wind is gleeful
And mad and glad.
It twists coat hems,
Mows down passers-by,
Tears at, mangles, and tosses
The large placard:
“All Power to the Constituent Assembly” . . .4

3 The image of the crossroads is important. Metaphorically, the bourgeois gentleman stands at the crossroads of Russia’s
fate, unsure of his own future direction or Russia’s. In keeping with the poem’s juxtaposition of popular and religious imagery,
the image of the crossroads visually suggests the “cross” (+), an image negatively evoked and rejected (“Yeah, without the cross”)
in the poem on a number of occasions. But it also suggests the liminal crossroads of folklore, where suicides are buried and

unclean forces hold sway.

4 The Constituent Assembly was the democratically elected representative body that had formed under the Provisional
Government for the purpose of drafting a constitution for Russia. It met only once, from 4:00 pm on 18 January 1918 to 5:00 am
on 19 January (according to the Western calendar) in the Tauride Palace on Shpalernaia Street. After only thirteen hours it was
dissolved by the Bolsheviks, since they could not control the vote. The action of 7welve occurs very soon after the Assembly’s
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U cmoBa momocwur: The wind carries the words:
. And we, too, held an assembly . . .
... Here, in this building . . .
... We debated —
We resolved:
For an hour, ten rubles; for the whole night —
twenty-five . . .
... And don’t take less from anyone . . .
...Let’'sgotobed...

...l y Hac G6b1110 coOpanume.
.. .Bor B aTOoM 3nanum.
...O6cymumm —
ITocranoBun:
Ha Bpems — necsaTsb, HA HOYL — ABAALATD IIATh. . .
.. ./l meHnpIte — HUE ¢ KOTO He OPATh. . .
.. .Ilo#imem coats. . .

The evening’s late.
The street’s deserted.
Only a vagrant
Stoops, round-shouldered,
And the wind whistles . . .

ITosnuuit Beuep.
IIycreer ynuma.
Opuu Oponsara
Cyrynurcs,
Jla cBuier Berep. . .

Hey, poor sweetie!

O, begusara!l
Come on over —

Ionxonu —
[Tomenyemes. . . Giveus a kiss . . .
Xeba! Bread!
Yro Briepequ?® What’s ahead?>
[Tpoxomau! Move along!

YepHoe, uepHOEe HEDO. Black, black sky.
Spite, grievous spite,
Boils in the breast . . .

Black spite, holy spite . . .

311004, rpycTHAS 3J100a
Kumwut B rpyam. . .
Yepuasa 3700a, cBaTas 3j1004a. . .

Tosapuw! I'mann Comrade! Keep
B ob6a! Both eyes open!

2 2

The wind, it frolics, the snow flies high.

I'ynseT BeTep, mopxaeT cCHeT.
Twelve men with guns go marching by.6

WUnyr nBenagmaTs 4yeaoBek. b

forcible disbandment: note the line, “And we, too, held an assembly,” implying that the subsequent conversation takes place after

the Constituent Assembly’s doomed meeting.
5 Such phrases should be interpreted both literally (in realia) and metaphorically (in realiora). What, indeed, lies ahead?

That is the question.

6 The number twelve, as observed in Note 1, is culturally marked: twelve Red Guards, twelve apostles, twelve signs of the
zodiac, twelve months, twelve gates of Jerusalem, twelve knights of the Round Table, Arcanum XII of the Tarot (The Hanged
Man; followed by XIII Death), as well as twelve stars in the crown of the Woman Clothed with the Sun (from the Biblical Book of
Revelation, 12:1). In occultism, twelve is the number of the manifestation of the universe in time and space.

In the margin of Canto 10 in the original manuscript of 7Twelve, Blok adds another association: “And he was with the
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BunrtoBok uepHbBIE peMHMU, On their rifles dull black straps,
Kpyrom — orau, oram, orgu. . . 7 Around them fires, and fires, and fires . . .7
B 3ybax — mpirapka, IpuMAT KapTya3, A home-rolled cig, a flattened cap,
Ha coumy 6 Hag0 O0yOHOBEIHM TYy3!® All that’s missing is prison stripes!®
Csoboza, cBoboza, Freedom, freedom,
9%, ax, 6e3 Kpecra!® Yeah, yeah, without the cross!?
Tpa-ta-ta! Rat-a-tat-tat!

robber/thief. Once there lived twelve robbers” (“U 6511 ¢ pas6oitaurom. Hmto neHamaTL pastoitaukos”’) [See, “Ilpumeuanns,”
Anex. Brox, Cobp. cou. 3 M-JI: XynJIur, 1960, c. 628]. “Once There Lived Twelve Robbers” was a popular song often sung by the
famous Russian operatic bass singer Fedor Chaliapin (1873-1938). The song consists of several verses from Nikolai Nekrasov’s
1876 song “Of Two Great Sinners.” (“O 1Byx BeJIMKMX TpelnTHUEAX U3 H0IMEI KoMy Ha Pycw sxmrs xoporro).

Bruto nenagmaTe pasbodHUKOB,
Breut Kynesip ataman.

MHoro pa30ofiHUKY TIPOTHUITH
Kposu uecrnsix xpuctras!

IlNocmoxy Bory momonuMest, ApeBHIOW0 OBLIL BO3BeCTHM!
Tax B8 Cosl0BKax HAM pacCKas3bIBaJ HHOK yecTHOM [TuTupum.

Once there lived robbers, in number twelve,
Led by Kudeiar-ataman.

In their own time these twelve robbers shed
Many a good Christian’s blood.

Let us now pray to the Lord our God, let us the ancient lay sing!
As then in Solovki we heard it first from the worthy monk Pitirim.

The song and verse tell the story of twelve robbers and their leader, Kudeiar. Kudeiar accepts the error of his ways and
turns to God. In the full Nekrasov version, “Of Two Great Sinners,” Kudeiar redeems his sins (which include theft, murder, and
the abduction of women) in two ways: 1) by his new-found piety and his repentance for his evil deeds, and 2) by murdering a
sinner as great or greater than himself. Kudeiar’s service to God may not be “Christian” in the traditional sense, but it was
apparently effective, as his redemption is achieved only when he murders the evil debaucher, Pan Glukhovskii. Perhaps the Red
Guards are performing a similar service for God, removing evil viler than themselves?

Blok’s marginalia implies a connection among Christ, who spent time with thieves and prostitutes and was crucified
between two thieves, Kudeiar, who led twelve thieves, abducted women, but later turned to God, and Petrukha the Red Guard,
who, having consorted with prostitute Kat’ka, tries to kills the vile Van’ka. Thus we have several important binaries (and the
poem is full of binaries) -- Jesus Christ/Kudeiar/Petrukha, twelve apostles/twelve robbers/twelve Red Guards, -- and key themes
of Twelve: sin and repentance, crime and forgiveness, earthly love and divine love, and the power of grace to save. In the poem’s
storm of cosmic upheaval of traditional values, why would these images not be mixed up together?

7The Petrograd night was “black” because the utilities were out and the street lamps dark. To compensate, people lit fires in
the street or in metal barrels, both to cast some light and to provide a place for passersby to warm themselves (“fires, fires,
fires”).

8 Convicts sent to hard labor in imperial Russia were marked by a red or yellow diamond on the back of their clothing to
make them easily identifiable in case of escape. (Cf. nineteenth-century American convicts at hard labor who wore black and
white striped outfits for the same reason.) The narrator’s point is that the twelve Red Army men are convict-types.

9This simple line has complex repercussions. Note that “Cso6oma” may be translated as either “freedom” or “liberty.”
“Without the cross” has several readings: visually, it invites the reader to compare the marching twelve to a church procession,
but without the traditional cross in front of it (replaced by the red flag); individually, it would mean that the Red Guards have
taken off their personal crosses, which Orthodox Christians rarely remove; ideologically, it signals a rejection of Christianity --
freedom “without the cross” implies both the suspension of traditional morality and Christian values and an end to the political
and social influence of the Church: “all is permitted,” the world now lies “beyond good and evil.”



X0JI01HO, TOBAPHILL, XOJIOTHO!

— A Baubpka ¢ Katekoii - B kabaxe. . .
—V eii KepeHKH eCcTh B UyJiKe!

— Bawuromxka cam Temmeps borar. . .
— Berr Basska mam, a cras cosgar!

— Hy, Baubka, cykuH ChIH, OypiKyi,
Moz, mompo0Oyii, moresryit!

CBoboza, cBoboza,
Ox, 9x, 0e3 kpecra!
Karprka ¢ Banpkoi sagara —
Yem, uem 3auara? . .

Tpa-Ta-ra!

Kpyrom — oram, orau, ortmu. . .
Oruteun — pyskedHBIE PEMHH. . .

Pesosmonmonnsrit mepsrure mar!
Heyromouusrit He gpemiier Bpar!

ToBapuill, BUHTOBKY HEpP KM, HE TPYCh!
ITanpuem-ka mymei 8 Cearyo Pyck —

B xoumosyio,
B u3b6smyo,

B Toscrosanyo!

Ox, ax, 6e3 kpecra!

3

Kax mortm Hatmm pedsta
B kpacHoi# rBapauu CaysKUTH —
B kpacHo# rBapauu CayKATH —
Byiiny romoy cioskuts! 10

IX TBI, TOpe-TOPHKOE,
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It’s cold, comrade, cold!

>

“Van’ka and Kat’ka are in a dive . . ]
“Kerensky rubles tucked in her hose”!

“And Vaniushka’s pretty rich himself ...”
“Once just our Van’ka, he’s now a soldier!”

“Well, Van’ka, bastard, bourgeois guy,
Why not give my kiss a try!”

Freedom, freedom,
Yeah, yeah, without the cross!
Kat’ka’s busy with Van'ka —
But what is she busy doing?

Rat-a-tat-tat!

Around them fires, and fires, and fires . . .
Rifle straps on shoulders hang . . .

Hold to the revolutionary pace!
The tireless enemy never sleeps!

Comrade, hold on to your gun, be brave!
Let’s put a bullet into Holy Russia —

Into ancient, sturdy,
wood-hutted,

Fat-assed Russia!

Yeah, yeah, without the cross!

3

Off our own dear boys have gone
In the Red Guard for to serve,
In the Red Guard for to serve,

To lay down their reckless heads.10

Oh, you bitter, bitter grief,

10 “CrosuTh 6yuitaymo ronoBy” (“to lay down one’s reckless head”) is a constant epithet from East Slavic magic tales and
historical epics. It is a folkloric kenning (or, figurative phrase) for “to die in battle.” Its appearance here injects a folksy note into
the genre of the chastushka, the popular four-line rhyme of the three verses in Canto 3.



Crnagxkoe xurhe!
Psanoe mamsTHko,
Ascrpuiickoe pyxbe!

Mzgzr Ha rope BceMm OypsrysaM

Muposoii mIoskap pasayem,

MupoBoii mIosKap B KPOBU —
Il'ocmomum, 6;1arocaoBm! !t

4

CHer kpyTHT, IMXa4 KPUYNT,
Bannka ¢ Karbxormo merur —
Enexcrpuueckuit ponapur

Ha orsobesnbrax. . .
Ax, ax, magn! . .

OH B INIMHEJHIIIKE COJITATCKOMN
C dusmonomuet nypalikoi
Kpyrur, kxpyTuT uepHEIi yc,

Jla mokpyumnBaer,
Jla monryumBaer. . .

Bor Tax Bannka — ou mieuwncr!
Bor rak Banbka — ou peuucr!
Karsky-nypy oboHEMaer,
3arosapusaer. . .

3aIpoKnHyJIACh JIHUIIOM,
3yOKu OJIEIIYT KEeMUYIOM. . .

Ax to1, Kata, mosa Kars,

ToscTomopaeHbKAdd. . .

5

V 1ebsa ua mee, Kars,
IlIpam He 3a:KuyI OT HOMKA.
V¥ 1eb6sa mox rpynsio, Kara,
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Oh, you sweet existence!
I've an overcoat that’s torn,
And an Austrian rifle!

To the grief of all bourgeois
We'll fan a worldwide conflagration,
A conflagration drenched in blood —

Give us Your blessing, O Lord!"!

4

Snow swirls round, the driver yells,
Van’ka flies along with Kat’ka —
Small electric lanterns glow
On the sled shafts as they go . . .
Oh, oh, away we go! . .

He’s wearing a soldier’s overcoat,
His physiog is foolish,
He twirls, he twirls his black moustache,
Twisting, twisting,
Joking, joking . . .

Oh, yes, Van’ka — he’s broad-shouldered!
Oh, yes, Van’ka — he’s sweet-talking!
He embraces silly Kat’ka,

Talks her head off . . .

And she’s looking up at him,
Her pearly teeth are shining,
Oh, you Katya, my sweet Katya,
Fat-faced Katya . . .

5

Katya, on your neck’s a scar
From a knife-wound scarcely healed.
Katya, there beneath your breast,

11 Here a proletarian chastushka (popular ditty) echoes Bolshevik revolutionary rhetoric and apocalyptic imagery, but ends
with a phrase commonly found in prayers. The “universal conflagration” appears in socialist writings from the mid-nineteenth
century on. Pavel Miliukov (1859-1943), the prominent leader of Russia’s Constitutional Democratic Party (or, “Kadets”) used the
phrase contemptuously in his speech of 18/31 October 1917, referring to “some apostles of the Universal Conflagration” who were
returned to Russia by the European socialists. The image of conflagration also evokes the apocalypticism of the Symbolists and
the God-seekers. Throughout the poem, ecclesiastical, literary, vulgar, folk, and other lexical levels swirl through the universal
chaos of Revolution, fragmented and separated from their natural environments, which now no longer exist.



Ta mapanwuma cBexxal

OX, X, HOILJIAIIH!
BonbHO HOMEHM X0porir!

B xpyxeBHOM Oestbe xoqmiaa —
IToxomu-ka, moxomu!
C odurepamu Oayguiia —
[lo6mymu-ka, mobirymu!

9%, ax, mobsrymm!
Cepnarie éxkHys10 B Tpyau!

ITomuumn, Karsa, odunepa —
He ymuien on ot HOKA. . .
Anp He BcrmoMmHmMIIa, Xoyepa?
Ann mamars He cBexa?

DX, 9X, OCBEIKH,
Cmarts ¢ coboro momoxn!

I'eTpw1 ceprie HOCHIIA,
IMMoxomam MunboH x&paJa,
C HKepbeM I'yJIaTh XOOUIa —
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There the scratch is still quite fresh!

Oh, yeah, dance and prance!
What great legs that girl has!

She wore lacy underwear,
Wear it now, yes, wear it now!
With officers she fornicated —

Fornicate, now, fornicate!

Oh, yeah, fornicate!
Feel the heart just skip a beat!

Remember, Katya, that officer —
He did not escape the knife . . .
Left your memory already?

Is your memory stale, you broad?

Well, then, freshen it,
Take it off to bed with you!

Kat’ka always wore gray gaiters,
Devoured chocolat “Mignon,”
Used to date the young cadets,

C conmaTbeM Terepb mornia? 12 But now with soldiers off she’s gone?12

Oh, yeah, let’s sin!
Sin is easy on the soul!

9x, ax, corpernmn!
Byner nerue nis mymm!

6 6

.. . Again they ride on at full gallop,
The driver flies and howls and roars . . .

.Omares HaBCTpeUy HeceTcs BCKAYb,
Jletur, BOoIIMT, OpPET JIHXAY. . .

12 There are several points worth noting in regard to this stanza. Kat'ka probably wore “gaiter boots,” a style of fitted
footwear with leather toe and heel and cloth body (either decorative or utilitarian) that extended up over the ankle. The gaiter
boot made the foot look smaller and more delicate. A very popular form of women’s footwear, versions of the gaiter boot were
worn from the early nineteenth century into the 1930s. Gray felt gaiter boots would have been sexy winter wear.

“Mignon” might refer to the Khar'kov chocolatier Hovsep Ter-Poghossian, who established the Mignon sweets firm in
Khar’kov in 1910, or to the Finnish Fazer firm’s “Mignon Chocolate Egg,” a famous Easter confection. The Swiss chocolatier Karl
Fazer moved to Finland in 1891 and covered the Scandinavian and northern Russian markets; his firm provided chocolates to
the household of the Russian Tsar. But since “mignon” simply means “sweet” and “dainty,” it could also have been a local
Russian brand; the French name would give it a touch of je ne sais quor.

“Cadets” were young officers in training, the teen-aged sons of the nobility. Soldiers were men of the ranks, usually of
peasant or lower class background. Note the use of the collective nouns “loakepné” and “commarsé,” a word-choice that is both
vulgar and insolent. The comment has implications for Kat’ka’s “narrative”: once the girlfriend of a peasant lad, she became a
prostitute, first working the wealthy young men of the cadet academy (a “soft” job), then moved to working the ranks of common
soldiers -- a clear professional demotion. [NB: There is no relation between the “cadets” referred to here and the “Kadets”
mentioned above in the preceding note.]
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Croit, croit! Ammgproxa, momoraii! “Halt! Halt! Andriukha, help me here!
ITerpyxa, caaay saberaii! . . Petrukha, run around the rear!” . .
Tpax-rapapax-Tax-Tax-Tax-Tax! Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat, tat-tat-tat!
Bekpyruiics k HeOy cHesKHBIHN mpax! . . Snowy dust swirled toward the sky! .
Jluxau — u ¢ Baubpkoit — HayTex . . . The driver and Van’ka make a break . . .
Eme pasox! BaBogu xypox! . . “One more time! Now cock your gun!” . .
Tpax-tapapax! Ter Oymers 3HATE, Rat-a-tat-tat! “You’ll now find out,
Kax c neBoukoit uy:xoii ryaars! . . What it means to take another’s girl.”
Vrexk, nomiern! Vsxo, mocroi, “He got away, the scum! Just wait,
Pacmipasitiock 3aBTpa s ¢ T000I! Tomorrow I'll take care of you!”
A Katbka rme? — Meprtsa, meprsa! But where is Kat’ka? “She’s dead, she’s dead!
ITpocTrpenennas rososa!l She’s been shot right through the head!”
Yr6, Karbra, pama? — Hu ry-ry. . . Glad now, Kat’ka? “What, not a peep . ..
Jlewxwn TBI, mamanak, Ha cHery! . .13 Then lie there, carrion, on the snow!” . .13
Pesosmonibounbin gepsxure mar! Hold to the revolutionary pace!
Heyromouueriii He npemier Bpar! The tireless enemy never sleeps!

13 The shooting of the prostitute Kat’ka by her former lover and now Red Guard, Petrukha, the escape of Katya’s new lover,
the Tsarist army soldier Van'ka, and Petrukha’s remorse for Kat’ka’s murder, lie at the center of the work’s “plot.” The names
are suggestive: Peter tries to murder Ivan, but ends by unintentionally killing Ekaterina, whom he loved. If we succumb to
allegory and turn this into a comment on Russian history, then Peter the Great, in his attempt to eradicate the Old Holy Russia
of Ivan IV, ends by inadvertently “killing” Catherine II and her legacy (which was really his legacy continued), thereby sending
Russia backward into medieval chaos.

The names of the characters are also telling. The name “Kat’ka” is the diminutive form of “Ekaterina,” which, in this literal
case, ironically means “eternally pure.” The Imperial Empresses Catherine I and Catherine II, like Kat’ka, enjoyed masculine
company very much. But there is more at work here. “Eternally pure” Ekaterina reflects Blok’s obsession with the Eternal
Feminine, which he portrayed in his most famous poetry as a symbol, as both the mystical Soul of the World, or Sophia, the
Wisdom of God, and as a fallen prostitute, the Stranger in black plumes and silk. The apostle “Peter” is the “Rock” on which
Christ builds his new “Church”; this fits the Bolshevik vision, but now “without the cross.” “Ivan” is the “grace of God” --
certainly ironically used.

Were this commedia dell’arte, we would readily recognize the love triangle of Harlequin (the amoral lover, Van’ka),
Columbine (the contested love interest, Kat’ka), and the naive clown Pierrot (Petrukha, who pines for Columbine/Kat’ka after
she goes off with the dashing Harlequin/Van’ka). This echoes the Slavic balagan (puppet- booth) tradition, which derives from
the commedia dell’arte. Blok alluded to this tradition in his 1906 play Balaganchik (Bamaramumk). Interestingly enough, the
puppet “Petrushka” is sometimes named “Van’ka” (in northern Ukraine; this implies a certain “kinship” between Kat'ka’s two
lovers). In neither the Italian nor the Slavic pantomime or puppet show, however, is the woman killed, as Kat'ka is in Twelve.

In 1911 Igor Stravinsky transformed this popular standard into the ballet “Petrouchka,” which actually takes place in St.
Petersburg on Admiralty Square during Maslenitsa (the period of pre-Lenten carnival). The ballet introduces new themes that
are relevant to Blok’s Twelve: Petrouchka (Petrukha) is a “puppet” brought to life by the Charlatan [puppetmaster], but the
puppet has human feelings; Petrouchka tries to break up the Blackamoor’s seduction of the Ballerina. In the ballet, however,
Petrouchka is killed and returns as a ghost to take vengeance. The commedia dell’arte, puppet-booth, and carnival theme were
popular among the Symbolists in both Europe and Russia. The love triangle of Twelve actually holds up well to a large number
of interpretive possibilities, of which these are a sample.



7

W omaTe uayT gBeHaIATD,
3a mirevyaMu — pysKbera.
JIue y 6egHOrO yOUAITHI

He Bunats coscem mura. . .

Bcé opicTpee u ObicTpee
YropariuBaer 1miar.
3amoraJ IIaToK Ha Iree —
He onpasurbca HUKAK. . .

— Yo, TOBapmIL, TEHI HE Beces?
— Yro, gpy:xoK, oTropormes?
— Yro, IleTpyxa, HoC ITOBECHI,
WNnu Katery mosxamesn?

— Ox, ToBapwuIy, poIHbIe,
OTy OeBKY s JIOOMII. . .
Houkwu yepHbIe, XMeTbHBIE
C 5T0i NeBKO# IPOBOIUIL. . .

— U3-3a ymanum 6emoBoit
B oruesrnix ee ouax,
W3-3a poouHKY IIyHIIOBOM
Boane mpasoro mieua,
3ary0mi s1, 6eCTOIKOBBIH,
Baryomi g cropsuda. . . ax!

— Wb, crepselr, 3aBeJt mapMaHKy,
Yro Te1, [leTeka, 6a6a, uro 5?7

— BepHo, ay1y Hau3HaHKY
Banyman eeiBepuyTh? M3B0SH!

— Iloxmepsxu cBOIO OCaHKY!
— Hap coboit mepsxu KOHTPOJIB!

— He Taxoe auiaue Bpems,
YT00BI HAHYUTHCS € TOOOMH!
[Torssresie Oymer Opemst
Hawm, ToBapwri moporoii!

U Iletpyxa samemisger
ToponsuBEIe TIATH. . .

OH roJIOBKY BCKHIaBAET,
Ou omsaTh moBecesedI. . .

© Maria Carlson. Do not cite English translation without attribution.

7

Again the twelve are on the march,
Their rifles on their shoulders hang.
Only the hapless murderer’s face
Is completely hidden away . . .

Faster, faster, and still faster
He hurries up the marching pace.
A scarf he’s wound around his neck —
He can’t get over what he did . . .

“Hey there, comrade, why not merry?”
“Hey, old friend, cat got your tongue?”
“Hey, Petrukha, feeling low now?
Sorry for that Kat’ka, eh?”

“Well, I'll tell you, my dear comrades,
That I really loved that girl . . .
Many a dark and drunken evening
I spent making out with her. . .

“All because of the lively boldness
Of her fiery, hot eyes,

All because of the crimson birthmark
On her right shoulder, what a sight,
Stupidly I've wrecked her life now,
I destroyed her rashly . . . oh!”

“Good grief, you bastard, stop your whining,
Are you a girl then, Pet’ka, eh?”
“What a moment you have picked
To search your soul. Oh, spare us, please!”
“Shoulders back, come on, Petrukha!”
“Get a grip upon yourself!”

“This is really not the best time
For us to nursemaid you along!
We’'ll soon have a heavier burden
On our shoulders, comrade pal!”

And Petrukha soon relaxes,
Slows his pace, unhurried now . . .

Tosses back his head, then cheers up,
His good humor’s back again . . .



Ox, ax!
ITozabasurnes He rpex!

Banupaiite eTaxu,
Heraue 0yayT rpabesxm! 14

OrmeIkaiiTe morpeda — 17
I'yister HBIHYE TOJIBITHOA!

8

Ox T8I, TOpE-TOpbKOE! 16
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Hey, hey!
It’s no sin to to have some fun!

Lock up the apartments all,
Looting there will be today!*

Open up the cellars all — 15
Today the rabble will have fun!

8

Oh, you bitter-bitter grief!'6

Cryka cryuHas, Boredom most boring,
CmeprHas! Deadly!
V&b g BpeMsauKko And a little time

[Tposemay, mposey. . . I will pass, I will pass . ..

V&b s TeMsTIKO And your little head
Ilouery, mouerry. . . I will scratch, I will scratch . . .

VKb I CeMSIUKN And some little seeds
Ilosytny, mosymy. . . I will shuck, I will shuck . ..

VKb S HOKUIKOM With my little knife
Ilomocuy, momocwHy! . . I will slash, I will slash! . .

TrI s1eTH, Oyp:yii, BOPOOBIIIKOM! Fly away, bourgeois, like a sparrow small!

Brimibio KpoBYIIKY I will drink your blood
3a 3a3H00yIIKY, For my sweetest love,
YepHOOPOBYIIIKY. . . My black-browed beauty . . .

Grant rest, O Lord, to the soul of
Thy handmaiden . . .17
Cryuso! What a bore!

Ymoxoii, rocmonu, AyIry padbl TBoed. . .17

14 Looting, pogroms, violence, public drunkenness, and other crimes were a serious problem during the period of the
Bolsheviks’ consolidation of power. Tsarist institutions were in a state of dissolution, while new Bolshevik institutions had yet to
be put into place. The new regime was not yet in control. Note the comments of Petrukha’s friends juxtaposed with the looters’
calls.

15 “TTorpe6” is a multi-faceted word, meaning a basement, a root cellar for storage, a powder magazine, or a wine cellar; all
definitions pertain. The immediate post-revolutionary period was notorious for its looting of wine cellars, leading the Bolsheviks
to destroy the alcohol stores of the city, an act culminating in the destruction of over $5 million-worth of wine in the cellars of the
Winter Palace alone.

16 The doubling of lexical units (rope ropekoe, ckyka ckyuaras) is characteristic of folk speech and oral tradition.

17 This is a line from the Orthodox prayer for the dead. We may speculate that it refers to Kat’ka, but it might also refer to
Russia (which is a feminine noun in Russian). The preceding material in Canto 8 is a threat by the uneducated, folk-connected
Petrukha against Van’ka.
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He caprimrso mrymy ropoickoro, One cannot hear the city’s din,
Hapx mesckoii bamnraeit Tummaa, 18 Silence reigns o’er Nevsky’s tower,!8
U Gosbire HeT TOPOIOBOIO — There are no more policemen now,
['yusit, pebsita, 6e3 BuHa!? So frolic, friends, though there’s no wine!?
Crout Oyp:Kyii Ha ITepeKpecTKe The bourgeois stands here at the crossroads
W B BOpOTHHUK yIpsITaI HOC. With nose tucked into his coat collar.
A psiioM sKMeTCS IIIePCThIO sKECTKOM A coarse-haired, mangy dog beside him
[TomsxaBImit XBOCT IIAPITUBEIN II€C. Cringes, its tail between its legs.
Crout Oyp:Ky#, Kak I1ec TOJIOTHBIH, The bourgeois stands, like a hungry dog,
Crout 6€3MOJIBHBIM, KaK BOIIPOC. Wordless he stands, like a question mark.
U crapeiii mup, kak mmec 6e3poHEbIH, And the old world stands, like a mongrel dog,
CronT 32 HMM, IIOQKABIINA XBOCT. Right behind him, its tail between its legs.

10 10

Pasrirpasace uroii-To BbIOTA, The blizzard has increased its fury,
O1i1, BrIOTA, 011, BRIOTA! Such a blizzard, such a blizzard!
He Bumats coBcem apyr apyra Impossible to see each other
3a ueTnIpe 3a mraral Even four short steps away!
CHer BOPOHKOM 3aBHUJICAH, The snow has swirled into a funnel,
Cuer cToJIOyLIKOM ITOTHAIC. . .20 The snow has risen in a column . . .20
- Ox, mypra kakasa, ciace! “What a snowstorm, Savior help us!”
— Ilerska! Oi1, me 3aBupaiics! “Pet’ka! Hey, cut out that babbling!
Ot yero Tebs ymac Did the golden icon screen

18 This stanza ironically references an 1826 poem by Fedor Glinka, which became a popular romance. “Ilecas ysauxa” (“The
Prisoner’s Song”) begins with the stanza:

He cuprmmso nrymy ropojickoro, One cannot hear the city’s din,

B zaneBckux Gamraax TummHa! Silence reigns o’er Nevsky’s tower!

W wa urreike y 4acoBoro The radiant midnight moon is caught
loput monsounasa ayHa!l On the tip of the sentry’s bayonet.

Glinka’s poem tells the story of a young prisoner who takes leave of his family, his home, his bride; he hopes for mercy from
the tsar. We are not told why he is imprisoned, but the date of the poem is telling: The young Decembrists who led an abortive
uprising in December 1825 against the newly crowned Tsar Nicholas I (r. 1825-1855) were tried and sentenced to death or exile
in 1826 for their role in the failed revolt. The failed Decembrist coup was widely portrayed as a dress rehearsal for the
Revolutions of 1905 and 1917, establishing the continuity of Russian attempts at revolt.

19 In December 1917 the Soviets renewed the ban on the sale of alcohol in Petrograd. Soldiers high on alcohol and narcotics
were making control of the city difficult; alcohol also led to looting and pogroms among the residents, a feature also reflected in
the last four lines of Canto 7.

20 A column of swirling dust (“dust devil”) or snow is a well-known attribute of the devil in Russian folklore--the devil hides
and travels around in such columns.
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3osi0T0M MKOHOCTAC??2!
BeccosHaTeasHEBIN THL, IPaBo,
Paccynu, mogymait smpaso —
Ann pyru He B KpoBH
W3-3a Katebkunoi jmoo8u?
— Illar gep:xu peBoOIIIOIILOHHEIH!
Bausoxr Bpar meyromoHHBII!

Bmepen, suepen, suepern,
Paboumnit mapos!?2

11

.. .1 uayT 6e3 umeHU CBATOTO
Bce nBenammares — Boasnb.
Ko Bcemy rorossr,
Huuero e xanew. . .

VX BUHTOBOYKH CTaJIbHEIE
Ha mespumoro Bpara. . .
B mepeysouku riyxue,
I'me ogua meLImT mMypra. . .
Jla B cyrpoOBI IIyXOBEI —
He yrsauemns camora. . .

B ouu 6neTcs
Kpacwusrit dpitar.

Pasnaerca
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Ever save you from a thing?2!
Completely unaware you are,
Think about it, work it out —
Both your hands are bloody, aren’t they,
On account of Kat’ka’s love?”
“Hold to the revolutionary pace!
The tireless enemy is near!”

Forward, forward, forward,
Working people!?2

11

. .. Without the holy name’s protection
The twelve go marching on.
Ready for anything,
Regretting nothing . . .

Their steel rifles now are aimed
At the foe invisible . . .

In the dead-end alleys where
Only the snowstorm swirls its dust . . .
And the feather-soft snowbanks
Grab your boot and won’t let go . . .

Their red flag strikes
The watchful eye.

One can hear

21 The icon screen, or ikonostasis, is a wall of icons that separates the sanctuary from the nave in Orthodox churches.
Petrukha had just made a reference to the Savior, and his comrades want to disabuse him of religion’s value. Their question
about being saved by the icon screen raises doubt about the efficacy of religion; the Red Guards are atheists.

22 This is a variant of a line from the popular revolutionary song, the “Varshavianka.” The opening verses strongly echo the
context of Blok’s poem (whirlwind, dark forces, fateful struggle, [red] banner, bloody, holy, righteous struggle, freedom):

Buxpwu BpakmeOubie BeIOT HAT HAMMH,
Temuble cuIbl HAC 3JI00HO THETYT.

B 6oit poxoBoit MBI BeTynuiiu ¢ BparaMu,
Hac emie cynn0n1 Ge3BecTHBIE KAYT.

Ho MBI mogeiMeM ropio 1 cMesio

Buamsa 6opbObL 3a pabouee melo,

Buams BeJuKoi 60phOBI BCeX HAPOIOB
3a Jsiyurnumit Mup, 3a CBATYI CBOOOIY.

[Tpumes:

Ha 6oit kpoBaBsrii,
CesATOM ¥ MIpaBBIi
Mapii, mapmr Briepes,
Pabouwnit mapoz.

Belligerent storm clouds have gathered above us,
Forces of darkness oppress us with spite,

We have engaged in a dark, fateful struggle
With enemy forces; unknown fates are ours.

But we will lift up proudly and boldly

The banner of struggle for all workers’ rights,
The banner of struggle, the goal of all nations,
For a better world and for our sacred freedom.

Refrain:

To bloody battle,
Sacred and righteous,
March, march ahead,
All working people.

12



MepHntrit miar.

Bor - npocuercs
JIroThIi Bpar. . .

W BrIOTa mplIuT M B oun
Jun 1 HOUM

Hamnpouer. . .

Buepen, suepen,
Pabouwnit mapon!

12

.. .Bmase unyT mepsxaBHBIM IIIATOM. . .

— Kro eme tam? Brixonu!
9710 — BeTep ¢ KpacHbIM (iarom
Paswirpasncs Buepenn. . .

Brepenu — cyrpob X0JI0IHEIH,
— Kro B cyrpobe — Berxomu! . .
TosbKko HAIIUH ITEC TOJIOTHBIN
Kosbuisier mosamu. . .

— OTBSKUCH TBI, IIEJIYTUBBIH,
A mTeikoM morexouy!
Crapslit Mup, Kak mec IapIiuBhIi,
IIposanuce — moxosouy!

. . .Craiut 3y0ObI — BOJIK TOJIOJHBIN —
XBOCT IIOMKAJI — HE OTCTAeT —
Ilec xomomHEBIN — 1IeC OE3POTHEBIMA. . .
— O, OTKJINKHUCH, KTO UIET?

— Kto Tam mamrer kpacusiM psrarom?
— Ilpurnanuce-ka, sxa TbMma!
— Ko Tam xoguT GeryibiM mmarom,
Xopouscs 3a Bce moma?

— Bce paBno, Te0sa qobyny,
Jlyume coatica Mue sKuBbLeM !
— i1, ToBapwiI, OydeT XymIo,
Brixomwm, crpesiars HaumeMm!

Tpax-rax-tax! — I Toabpko ax0
OTrymkaercs B JOMax. . .
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“You, in the snowbank — come on out! . .

Their measured pace.

Soon will wake
The mortal foe . . .

And the blizzard dusts their eyes
Days and nights
Without reprieve . . .

Forward, forward,
Working people!

12

. .. Off they go with martial pace . ..

“Who is it there? You come on out!”

But it’s just the wind that’s playing
With the red flag up ahead . ..

Up ahead there’s a frozen snowbank,
Only the dog, beggared and hungry,
Hobbles along behind them still.

“Beat it, you mangy cur, or else
My bayonet will tickle you!
Vanish, old world — or else I'll stick you
Like that mangy, lousy dog.”

... It shows its fangs — a hungry wolf —
Tail tucked in, it sticks close by —

The dog is cold — the dog’s a mongrel . . .

“Hey, give answer, who goes there?”

“Who now waves the bright red flag?”
“Oh just look, how dark it is!”
“Who is walking with quickened pace,
Hiding behind the buildings there?”

“All the same, I'm going to get you,
Come on now — give yourself up!”
“Listen, comrade, this won’t end well,
Come on out, before we shoot!”

Rat-a-tat-tat! Only the echo
Bounces round the buildings there . . .



Tonpko BhIOTA JOJITM CMEeXOM
3amBaercd B CHerax. . .

Tpax-rax-Tax!
Tpax-Tax-Tax. . .

... Tax uayT mep:RaBHBIM IIIATOM,
ITosamgu — rosiomHbIN 1IEC,
Briepenu — ¢ KpoBaBEIM hitarom,
N 3a BeIOrO# HEBUOUM,

N ot iynu HeBpeaum,
HesxHoit mocTynbio HaABBIOMKHOM,
CHEXHOMI POCCHIIILIO KEeMUYSKHOM,
B 6esrom BeHunke 13 poa2s —
Brepenu — Ucyc Xpucroc.24
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Only the blizzard, laughing, laughing,
Roaring with laughter in the snows . . .

Rat-a-tat-tat!
Rat-a-tat-tat . ..

... And so they keep a martial pace,
Behind them follows the hungry dog,
Ahead of them — with bloody banner,

Unseen within the blizzard’s swirl,

Safe from any bullet’s harm,
With gentle step, above the storm,
In the scattered, pearl-like snow,
Crowned with a wreath of roses white,?3

Ahead of them — goes Jesus Christ.2*

(AmBaps 1918) (January 1918)

23 This is a particularly rich image and a striking way to end the visual sequences of the poem. A wreath for the head is
called Benern, a wreath for other purposes is called Berox. The use of the term Benuuk is thus marked. The Berunx is a cloth or
paper strip used in the Orthodox funeral service. Laid on the forehead of the deceased, it most commonly has images of Christ,
the Mother of God, and John the Baptist, and may also have the words “Carsiit Boske, Careiit Kpenkwuit, CBarsria
Beacmeprasrit, nomuiyit Hac” ["Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on us"]. Here the Berunux is of white
roses, which carry their own symbolism, depending on context. While white roses traditionally mean innocence and serve as
symbols of pure love and innocence (as in the bridal bouquet, or in association with Mary, the mystical Rose of Heaven), they
may also symbolize honor and reverence: white roses serve as a sign of farewell at funerals. The white rose is not associated with
Christ in Orthodox symbology. One might speculate here that the Christ at the head of the Red Guards has “died” to Russian
reality: the Revolution is His funeral and the Red Guards are unwittingly His mourning cortége. Christ is insubstantial,
invisible, and for all intents, symbolically “deceased.” But such is the beauty and the living power of this work: the reader is still
able to speculate and wonder as to its meaning, and to absorb several meanings, even contradictory ones, simultaneously.

24 Some critics have made much of Blok’s use of “Ucyc Xpucroc” instead of the correct form, “Nucyc Xpucroc;” “Ucyc” happens
to be the sectarian spelling and so, these critics claim, this is a sectarian [xasict] Christ. That is why he is in white (the color
these sectarians wore for their “pamernmsa;” this was mind-altering, mystical dancing, like Dervish whirling.) The metaphorical
implications are clear: the revolution is a mad, heretical, sectarian ecstasy. This is a plausible interpretation, given that many of
Blok’s friends belonged to the Godseeking intelligentsia and were taken with the sectarians. It is true that Blok had spent time
with some sectarians to whom he had been introduced back in 1904 or 1905; and yes, the image may have remained with him,
buried in the sub-conscious.

But Blok was first and foremost a poet. Note that the entire last stanza consists of perfect trochaic tetrameter, with
judiciously-placed pyrrhic feet to vary the rhythm. There is no room anywhere in this meter for an extra syllable. The semantic
content is “martial pace,” and the poem’s meter may not break out of it. The poet in Blok could not force “Uucyc” when the meter
demanded it be “Ucyc.” This is an excellent example of how poetics give us important information. There is only one perfect line
in that stanza (i.e., where stress of each foot is completely realized), and that is the first line, “Tax uayT mepsxaBuEmM marom” (/- /-
/- I-) -- the line that references the pace. All other lines contain pyrrhic feet, either in the first or third foot, or both. The rhythm
of the final line is (-- /- /- /), and only one other line has it. These two lines are: “ITosanu - Tomonusrit mec” and “Brnepenu - Mcyc
Xpucroc.” Both lines are masculine (end with stressed syllable); both are directional (backward and forward, past and future). It
is just beautiful. Blok was a genius. But it is unlikely that he meant Christ to be a sectarian [xserer]. The reader may choose to
interpret Christ that way, and that interpretation has some justification, but I do not think Blok purposefully encoded that
reading. There was simply no metrical way to make “Jesus Christ” the last word of the poem. Blok did try to find another way: in
the manuscript he wrote and rejected the final line, “Uucyc unér Xpucroc.” But that is too clumsy and not compelling. Since he
first tried to make “Uucyc” work, the issue was the meter, not the spelling; the “sound” of the revolution forced this change.
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