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YepHbIil Beuep.
Bemnsrit cuer.
Berep, Berep!

Ha Horax He CTOUT 4eJIOBEK.

Berep, BeTep —
Ha Bcem Gosxpem cBere!

3aBuBaeT BeTep
Besriit cHexOK.

Ilon cHeskKkOM — JIEeOK.
CKOJIb3KO, TSIKKO,
Beaxuit xonok
Croib3ut — ax, OegHsaxKa!

Ot 3maHusa K 3TaHNII0
IIporauyT raHar.
Ha xanmare — mraxar:

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 . . .

“Bes Bmacts Yupenurensaomy Cobpammmo!”
Crapy1ka youBaercst — mader,?
Huxak He mmoiiMer, 4To 3HAYUAT,

Ha uro Takoit miakar,

Taxoit OrpOMHBIN JIOCKYT?
CKOJIBKO OBI BBIIIJIO TIOPTSAHOK JJI pedsaT,
A Bcsaxuii — pasger, pasyr. . .

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

Crapyr1iika, kak KypuIia,
Koit-kax mepemoTHy1ach Yepes cyrpoo.

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

— Ox, Marymka-3acrynauma!
— Ox, 0GOJILIIEBUKY 3aTOHAT B I'pod!

Berep xitectrmii! The wind is biting!

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.



He orcraer u mopoa! The frost tenacious!
U Oypsxyit Ha mepexpecTie? The bourgeois standing at the
B BoporHuEK yupsaras Hoc. Crossroads?
Has tucked his nose into his collar.
A 510 KT0? — J[JIMHHEBIE BOJIOCKHI And who’s this? with long hair
U roopwut BIosrostoca: And muttering under his breath:
— IlpemaTenn! “Traitors!
— Iloru6a Pocens! “Russia has perished!”
Jlos1:xHO OBITH, ITHICATENID — It must be a writer —
Burtus. . . An orator. . .

A BOH ¥ MOJITOIIOJIBIN — And there’s a figure in a cassock -
CropoHKoii — 3a cyrpoo. . . Sidling behind the snowbank. . .
Yrd HBEIHUE HeBeCeJIbIi, So, not too happy these days,
Tosapwurr mrom? Eh, comrade priest?

[TomuwHIITL, KAk OBIBAJIO You remember how once
Bproxowm 111est BIiepe, You walked, belly-first,
N xpectoMm cusio And your cross-bedecked belly
Bproxo ma mHapox? . . Shone on the common people? . .
Bou Gapreraa B KapakyJie There’s a young lady wrapped in karakul,
K npyroit mogsepHynaco: Walking with another:
— V&5 MBI IUTAKAJIN, ILIAKAJN. . . “And we cried and cried . . . “
Ilockonpanyiace She slipped on the ice
N - 6arr — pacrauyJsace! and — oof! — down she went!
A, ait! Oh, my!
Tsamu, mogpimaii! Give me your hand, pull me up!
Berep Becesbrit The wind is gleeful
U 3051 u pan. And mad and glad.
KpyTtuT momossr, It twists coat hems,
IIpoxomux xbécur, Mows down passers-by,
Pser, MmHeT u HOCHUT Tears at, mangles, and tosses
Bosbiroit miaxar: The large placard:
“Bes Bimacth Yupenuresnpaomy CobpaHuioo’. . .4 “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 Twelve occurs very soon after the Assembly’s
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.



W ciosa morocur:

.. .1 y Hac On1110 coOpaHue.
.. .Bot B aTOM 3manun.
...0O6cymmmm —
ITocramoBun:
Ha Bpemsa — mecars, HA HOUL — IBAOIATD IIATE. . .
.../l MmeHbIIe — HU ¢ KOro He OpaThk. . .
.. .Jlo#inmem cmartsn. . .

ITosgumii Beuep.
IIycreer ynuria.
Opun 6pogsra
Cyrynures,

Jla cBuier BeTep. . .

O, beguara!
IMonxomu —
Ilomenryemcs. . .

Xieba!
Yro Buepequ?®
IIpoxommu!

Yepuoe, yepHoe HEOO.

3m06a, rpycraas 3700a
Kumwr B rpyam. . .
Yepuas 3m00a, cBaTas 3y004. . .

Tosapum! 'maou
B o6a!

2

I'ynser Berep, mopxaer cHer.
Wnyr ngBeHaniaTh 4eaIoBek. b

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...

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

Hey, poor sweetie!
Come on over —
Give us a kiss . . .

Bread!
What’s ahead?®
Move along!

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

Black spite, holy spite . . .

Comrade! Keep
Both eyes open!

2

The wind, it frolics, the snow flies high.
Twelve men with guns go marching by.6

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 7welve, Blok adds another association: “And he was with the
robber/thief. Once there lived twelve robbers” (“U 6511 ¢ pasooitamkom. Humo qeHamaTs pasboitauros”) [See, “Ilpumevannus,”
Aunex. Brox, Cobp. cou. 3 (M-JI: XynJIur, 1960, c. 628]. “Once There Lived Twelve Robbers” was a popular song often sung by the



BunroBox uepHBIe peMHH, On their rifles dull black straps,
Kpyrom — orau, oram, oruu. . .7 Around them fires, and fires, and fires . . .7
B 3ybax — mpirapka, mpuMaT KaprTys, A home-rolled cig, a flattened cap,
Ha coumy 6 mamo 6yoHOBBIM Ty3!8 All that’s missing is prison stripes!8
Csoboza, cBoboa, Freedom, freedom,
9x, ox, 0e3 xpecra!? Yeah, yeah, without the cross!?
Tpa-Ta-ra! Rat-a-tat-tat!
X0JI0[IHO, TOBAPHIIIL, XOJIOIHO! It’s cold, comrade, cold!

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 qByx BeNMKHX rpentHUKAX’ U3 T0IMHEI KoMy Ha Pycw sxmars xoporo).

Bruto neenagaTs pasboMHUKOB,
Beut Kynesip ataman.

Muoro pa3boHUKY TPOTUIT
Kposu uectHbIX XpucTuan!

Tl'ocmoxy Bory momosmmmes, ApeBHIO OBLIL BO3BECTUM!
Tax B CosloBKax HAM pacCKa3bIBAJI HHOK YecTHOM [Iutupum.

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 “CroGoma” 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.”



— A Baubpka ¢ Karbkoii - B kabaxe. . .
—V el kepeHKH eCTh B UyJKe!

— Bamromka cam temeps oorar. . .
— Bt Banbka Ham, a cras commar!

— Hy, Baubka, cykuH cbiH, Oyp:KyIt,
Moo, morrpo0yii, moriesryii!

Csobona, ceobona,
9%, ax, 6e3 kpecra!
Kareka ¢ Barbkoi samara —
Yewm, uem 3amara? . .

Tpa-ra-Ta!

Kpyrom — oruwm, oruwu, oram. . .
Omteud — pyskefHbIE PEMHM. . .

PeBomonmonnrrii nepsxure mar!
Heyromoumnsrit He gpemiier Bpar!

ToBapuwuill, BUHTOBKY JepPiKH, HE TPYCh!
[Tanpaem-ka myseit B Cearyo Pych —

B xormosyio,
B u36anyio,
B Toscrosamyo!

9x, ox, 0e3 kpecra!

3

Kax mormu mHammm pebsra
B kpacHoit rBapaIUY CIIYHKUTD —
B kpacHoit rBapauu CIyKUTD —
Byiiny ronoBy cimosuTs! 10

OX THI, TOPEe-TOPBLKOE,
Ciankoe xuthe!
Psanoe nmaasTHInko,
Agcrpuiickoe py:xbe!

“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 Kkiss 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.?

Oh, you bitter, bitter grief,
Oh, you sweet existence!
I've an overcoat that’s torn,
And an Austrian rifle!

10 “Crro:xuth Oymitayto rosoBy” (“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.



Mgz1 Ha rope Bcem Oypixysm

Muposoii mosxap pasmyem,

MupoBoii mosxap B KPOBH —
Tociomu, 6arocaosum!!l

4

CHer KpyTHUT, JINXa4 KPUYHNT,
Bannka ¢ Katskorw smetur —
Enexcrpuueckuii poHapUK

Ha ormobenprax. . .
Ax, ax, mamm! . .

OH B MIMHEJIUIIIKE COITATCKOM
C dusmoromueir xyparikoi
Kpyrur, kpyTuT yepHbIi yc,

Jla mokpyumBaer,
Jla mommryumBaer. . .

Bor tax Baubpka — oH meuncr!
Bor Tax Baubpka — oH peuncr!
Katery-mypy ooHHMAaET,
3arosapusaer. . .

3aIpoKuHyIach JIUIIOM,
3yOKH OJIEIyT JKeMIYTOM. . .

Ax te1, KaTtsa, moa Kars,

ToscromopaeHbKAI. . .

5

YV Teba Ha mree, Kars,
IlTpam He 3aKUI OT HOMKA.
¥V tebs mon rpyneio, Kara,

Ta mapamnuHa cBeska!

OX, 39X, IIOILIAIIIN!
BossHO HOMKEN X0porm!

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,
There the scratch is still quite fresh!

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

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.



B kpy:xesuoM Oesibe xomuia —
IToxonu-ka, moxomam!
C odunepamu Omyauiaa —
[To6nynu-ra, mobyau!

9x, ax, Mooy ou!
Cepnrie éxuyJio B rpyau!

ITovuums, Kata, odumepa —
He y1tent on ot HOX%A. . .
Anb He BemoMHMIIA, XoJiepa?
A mamaTts He cBexa?

OX, 3X, OCBEKH,
Cuars ¢ co60r0 mostoxu!

I'eTpsl cephie HOCHIIA,
IMMoxoaanx MuuboH paia,
C 10HKepbeM TI'yJIsaTh XOIUIA —
C commaTheM Temneph momia?l2

9x, ax, corperu!
Bygner nerue s mymm!

6

.O1aTh HaBCTpedy HEeCeTCs BCKAUb,
Jletur, BotuT, OpeT amxad. . .
Croii, croit! Auaproxa, rmomoraii!
Ilerpyxa, caany saberaii! . .

Tpax-rapapax-Tax-Tax-rax-Tax!

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,
But now with soldiers off she’s gone?12

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

6

... Again they ride on at full gallop,
The driver flies and howls and roars . . .
“Halt! Halt! Andriukha, help me here!

Petrukha, run around the rear!” . .

Rat-a-tat, rat-a-tat, tat-tat-tat!

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 quoi.

“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 “rorkepnsé” and “conmarse,” 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.]



Bexpyruncs k HeOy cHesxHEBIN mpax! . . Snowy dust swirled toward the sky! .
JIuxau — u ¢ Baupkoit — HayTex . . . The driver and Van’ka make a break . . .
Eite pasox! Basogu kypox! . . “One more time! Now cock your gun!” . .
Tpax-tapapax! Ter Oyzers sHaTh, Rat-a-tat-tat! “You’ll now find out,
Kax ¢ meBoukoit uyskoit ryaars! . . What it means to take another’s girl.”
Vrex, mommerr! Vixo, mocroi, “He got away, the scum! Just wait,
Pacmpasirocs 3aBTpa g ¢ To60i! Tomorrow I'll take care of you!”
A Karexa roe? — Meprtsa, meprsa! But where 1s Kat’ka? “She’s dead, she’s dead!
[IpocTpenenuas rosora! She’s been shot right through the head!”
Yr, Kareka, paga? — Hu ry-ry. . . Glad now, Kat’ka? “What, not a peep . ..
Jlesxu THI, magass, HA cHery! . .13 Then lie there, carrion, on the snow!” . .13
Pesosmonibounniit gepsxure mar! Hold to the revolutionary pace!
HeyromouHusiit He mpemJieT Bpar! The tireless enemy never sleeps!
W onsres mayT qBeHAOIIATD, Again the twelve are on the march,
3a mreyamm — pyskberia. Their rifles on their shoulders hang.

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 (Banaramumk). 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 7welve: 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.



JInme y 6emHoro yorMIrs
He Bunate coBcem sunia. . .

Bcé 6ricTpee u ObicTpee
Vropamnusaer miar.
3aMoTaJI IIJIaTOK Ha IIee —
He ompaButhcs HHKAK. . .

— Yo, TOBApHUIIL, THI HE Becesa?
— Yo, 1py:KOK, OTOPOITET?
— Yo, Ilerpyxa, HOC TIOBECHT,
Wnu Kateky mosxasiesn?

— Ox, TOBapHUIIH, POIHEIE,
OTy IeBKY s JIIOOWIL. . .
Houxn uepnnie, xMeIbHBIE
C 5T0i1 IeBKOM IIPOBOSHUIL. . .

— W3-3a ymaau 6eqoBoit
B orueBrix ee ouax,
M3-3a poamHKN TIyHIIOBOM
Boase mpagoro mieya,
3aryomi s1, 0eCTOJIKOBEIM,
Barybm s cropsda. . . ax!

— Wb, crepserr, 3aBest nmapMaHKy,
Yro to1, Ilerbra, 6a06a, uro a6?

— BepHo, ayiry HausHaHKY
Bsaymaun seiBepHyTh? M3B0JIH!

— Ilopmepsxu cBorO ocauKy!
— Ha coboit mepsxn KOHTPOJTB!

— He Taxoe upIHyue BpeMsd,
YT00BI HAHYUTECS C TOOOI!
Ilorssxene Oymer Opems
Hawm, ToBapmi, qoporoii!

U Ilerpyxa 3amenisier
TopomuBbIie IMIATH. . .

OH roJIOBKY BCKHIAaBAaeT,
OH omaTh mmoBeceJsied. . .

Ox, ox!
IlozabaBurncs He rpex!

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 . . .

Hey, hey!
It’s no sin to to have some fun!



Sanupaiire eTamu,
Heraue 6ynyT rpabesk! 4

OrmMmeIkaitTe morpebda — 15
I'ynszer aeraye rosprrroal

8

Ox TBI, TOpe-TOpBKOE!16
Cryka cryuHas,
CmeprHas!

VKb 1 BpeMAYIKO
IIposeny, mposeny. . .

V&b g TEeMIUKO
Ilouermy, mouernry. . .

V&b g cemauru
Ilonymry, momymy. . .

V®E 4 HOKHUUIKOM
Ilomocuy, momocHy! . .

Teor steTn, Oyp:yit, BOPOOBIIITKOM!
Broinbio kpoByIIky
3a 3a3H00yIIKY,
YepHOOPOBYIIIKY. . .

Ymoxoii, rocionu, ayiny paosl TBoed. . .17

Cryumo!

9

He cupimiao 1IIymMy ropocKoro,

Lock up the apartments all,
Looting there will be today!!4

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

8

Oh, you bitter-bitter grief!6
Boredom most boring,
Deadly!

And a little time
I will pass, I will pass . ..

And your little head
I will scratch, I will scratch . . .

And some little seeds
I will shuck, I will shuck . ..

With my little knife
I will slash, I will slash! ..

Fly away, bourgeois, like a sparrow small!
I will drink your blood
For my sweetest love,
My black-browed beauty . . .

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

9

One cannot hear the city’s din,

14 T,ooting, 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 ropbkoe, ckyka ckyunas) 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.



Hax HeBckoit Oamrgeil TummHa, 8
U GospIlie HET ropoI0BOro —
I'ynsit, pebsara, 6e3 Bumall®

Crout Oyp:kyi Ha IepeKpecTKe
W B BOPOTHHUK yIIpsITaJ HOC.
A psamoM KMeTCs IIIePCThIo MKECTKOM
ITomsxaBImii XBOCT IIapPIIUBLINA IIEC.

Crourt Oypskyit, KaK I1ec TOJIOTHBIMH,
Crout 6€3MOJIBHEIN, KaK BOIIPOC.
W craperit Mmup, Kak mec 0e3pOIHBIIH,
Crout 3a HUM, ITO/I;KABIIIN XBOCT.

10

Passirpasace uToii-To BhIOTa,
O11, BrIOT4, 011, BBIOTA!
He Bumats coBceM apyr apyra
3a uversIpe 3a maral

CHer BOPOHKOI 3aBUJICH,
Cuer cToJIOyIIKOI TOOHAIC. . .20

— Ox, mypra Kakas, crace!
— Ilerpra! Oi1, He 3aBupaiicsa!
Ot uero Tebs ymac
BomoToit nkoHOCTaC??!

Silence reigns o’er Nevsky’s tower,18
There are no more policemen now,
So frolic, friends, though there’s no wine!®

The bourgeois stands here at the crossroads
With nose tucked into his coat collar.
A coarse-haired, mangy dog beside him
Cringes, its tail between its legs.

The bourgeois stands, like a hungry dog,
Wordless he stands, like a question mark.
And the old world stands, like a mongrel dog,
Right behind him, its tail between its legs.

10

The blizzard has increased its fury,
Such a blizzard, such a blizzard!
Impossible to see each other
Even four short steps away!

The snow has swirled into a funnel,
The snow has risen in a column . . .20

“What a snowstorm, Savior help us!”
“Pet’ka! Hey, cut out that babbling!
Did the golden icon screen
Ever save you from a thing?2!

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

One cannot hear the city’s din,
Silence reigns o’er Nevsky’s tower!
The radiant midnight moon is caught
On the tip of the sentry’s bayonet.

He caprmiiao mirymy roposckoro,
B zanesckux 6amrmax trmmHa!
N wma urreike y 4acoBoro
Toput mosmHOUHAsS JTyHA!

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 ITn 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.

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.

11



BeccosuarensHEBII THI, IIPpaBO,
Paccynu, momymaii 3mpaso —
Anu pyku He B KpoBHU
WN3-3a Karebkunoit n008u?

— IIar mep:xu peBOIIOIILOHHEL!
Bansok Bpar HeyromoHHEbI!

Buepen, Brepen, Buepe,
Paboumit mapos!22

11

.. .1 uoyT 6e3 uMeHU CBATOTO
Bce nBenannaTtes — Boasin.
Ko Bcemy rorossr,
Hwuuero He xaiub. . .

Nx BUHTOBOYKY CTaJIbHBIE
Ha mespumoro Bpara. . .
B nepeynouku riryxme,

I'me omma meLIMT Iypra. . .
Jla B cyrpoOBI IIyXOBBI —
He yrawmems camora. . .

B oun 6nercst
Kpacwusrit dporar.

Pasnaerca
MepHnwrii miar.

Bor — mpocuercsa
JIroreIit Bpar. . .

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!22

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
Their measured pace.

Soon will wake
The mortal foe . . .

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):

Buxpu Bpasknebmbie BeOT HAT HAMU,
Temusie cribl HAC 37T00HO THETYT.

B 6oit poxoBoit MBI BeTynmiu ¢ Bparamd,
Hac ere cynn0b1 Oe3BecTHEBIE JKIYT.

Ho mbr mogeimem ropo u cvesto

Buamsa GopbObI 3a pabouee 1eIo,

Buams BesuKoi 60pHOBI BCeX HAPOIOB
3a Jryurumii Mup, 3a CBATYIO CBOOOTY.

[Tpumnes:

Ha 6oit kpoBaBsrii,
CeaTOM 1 IpaBbIi
Mapi, mapir Briepe,
Paboumit mapon.

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



W BpIOTA mBLIMT MM B oun
Jen 1 HOUuM
Hampourer. . .

Buepen, Boepen,
Pabouwnit mapon!

12

. .Boaab ugyT mepskaBHBIM IIIATOM. . .

— Kro emte Tam? Brixonu!
910 — BeTep ¢ KpacHBIM (prarom
Paseirpasics smepenu. . .

Brepemu — cyrpob Xo100HEIH,
— Ko B cyrpobe — Beixomm! . .
ToabKko HUINKUH IIeC TrOJIOTHBINA
Kosreliger mosanu. . .

— OTBSIKUCH THI, IIT€JTYTUBBIH,
A mrreikom momexouy!
Crapslit Mup, Kak Iec mapIiuBbIi,
[TpoBanucek — mokosi0uy!

. . .CraauT 3y0OBI — BOJIK T'OJIOHEINA —
XBOCT ITOKAJI — HE OTCTAaeT —
Ilec xomomubIi — 11ec 0E3POIHBIA. . .
— DM, OTKJIINKHUCH, KTO HUIeT?

— Kto Tam marrer kpacabim dsrarom?
— Ilpurnanuce-ka, ska TeMa!
— Ko Tam xonouT GersibIM miarom,
XopoHsch 3a Bce oma?

— Bce paBno, Tebs modymy,
Jlyurmre ciaticss MmHe sKuBbeM!
— Di1, ToBapuil, OyIeT XymIo,
Beixonu, crpesisaTs HauHeM!

Tpax-tax-tax! — Y ToabKO 9X0
OTkInKaeTcs B IOMax. . .
Tospko BhIOra JOJITUM CMEXOM
3anmBaerca B cHerax. . .

Tpax-rax-rax!
Tpax-rax-tax. . .

13

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,
“You, in the snowbank — come on out! . .
Only the dog, beggared and hungry,
Hobbles along behind them still.

2

“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 . . .
Only the blizzard, laughing, laughing,
Roaring with laughter in the snows . . .

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



... Tak uayT mepskaBHBIM IIIAIOM, ... And so they keep a martial pace,

ITosanu — roomueIi 1I€C, Behind them follows the hungry dog,

Brepenu — ¢ kpoBaseiM drirarom, Ahead of them — with bloody banner,
N 3a BbIOrOi HEBUANM, Unseen within the blizzard’s swirl,

U ot iysim HEeBpeauM, Safe from any bullet’s harm,
He:xHoii IOCTYIIBI0 HAOBBIOMKHOM, With gentle step, above the storm,
CHEeXHOM POCCHIIBIO MKEeMUIYKHOM, In the scattered, pearl-like snow,

B 6esrom Benunke us pos?s — Crowned with a wreath of roses white,23
Bmepenu — Ucyc Xpucroc.2 Ahead of them — goes Jesus Christ.?4
(dmBaps 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 Bemner, a wreath for other purposes is called Beroxk. The use of the term Beruuk 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 “Caarsiit Boxe, Cearsiii Kpenxuii, Ceareiii BeacmeprHsiii,
mommny# gHac” ["Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on us"]. Here the Bemunx 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 “Vcyc Xpucroc” instead of the correct form, “Nucyc Xpucroc;” “Meyc” happens
to be the sectarian spelling and so, these critics claim, this is a sectarian [xmercr] Christ. That is why he is in white (the color
these sectarians wore for their “pagenus;” 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 “Mcyc.” 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 nepsasuemm 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: “Ilosamu - rosoxasr mec” and “Bmepenu - Ucyc
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 [xmeict]. 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 “Mucyc” work, the issue was the meter, not the spelling; the “sound” of the revolution forced this change.
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