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1 Introduction

In Russia, the slight loosening of censorship following losif Stalin’s
death and the consequent beginning of the ‘thaw’ era brought about
the gradual development of an unofficial cultural space. Inside it, the
production of the Russian avantgardes (1910s-30s) was secretly re-
discovered and assimilated, exerting a meaningful influence on the
works of the underground authors. The unofficial culture is a very
complex and heterogeneous phenomenon, which underwent a deep
evolution from the end of 1950s to the beginning of perestroika.*
Many groups and movements arose within it, often linked to some
specific samizdat periodical editions. For many underground writers,
the very ‘aesthetics of the samizdat’ proved to be functional to the
development of abstract forms of poetry, usually aimed at revealing
the insubstantiality of Soviet discourse. Indeed, in the post-Stalinist
decades, and mainly during Breznev ‘stagnation’ (1964-82), the ide-
ological rhetoric of the State lost its strength and significance, be-
coming a mere shell, devoid of any content. According to the analy-
sis of Octavian Esanu, after Stalin’s death,

party language became increasingly uniform and predictable, re-
lying on endless rewriting, rearrangement, and re-editing of the
same content, evolving finally into the infamous langue de bois or
‘wooden language’ of the Soviet bureaucracy. [...] It became particu-
larly obvious during the seventies that the ideological canon was
maintained through a series of closely observed rituals. (2013, 67)

In connection with this, Dunja Popovic underlines that the skepticism
toward metanarratives characterizing postmodern culture in Russia

resulted from the realization in the late 1960s-70s that the Soviet
utopian project had failed and that Marxist-Leninist ideology had
no inherent claim to the status of truth. (2005, 628)

For this reason, the underground poets of the Breznev period at-
tempted to release Russian literary language from the influence of
empty Soviet discourse invading every sphere of the citizens’ life.
As shown in the article “Fuga dall’io nel bosco primordiale” (Sala
2019), in the verses written by some unofficial authors between the
1970s and the 1980s (Gennadij Ajgi, Anna Al’Cuk, Ry Nikonova), the
image of a primordial forest proves to be recurring. It represents a
neutral literary locus on the fringes of Soviet society, where the lyri-

1 For a detailed analysis of Russian unofficial culture cf. Caramitti 2010; Pieralli et
al. 2019; Lipoveckij et al. 2021.
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cal subject can escape the State’s ideological metanarrative.* At the
same time, this sylvan landscape mirrors the marginal condition of
the underground culture, which, despite proving to be extremely vi-
tal and productive, is excluded from the context of official publica-
tions until perestroika. Finally, the focus on the ecosystem of the for-
est directs the readers’ attention to natural environment, which, in
Soviet Russia, proves to be absorbed within the State’s oppressive
rhetoric of domination, and, therefore, determined by its utilitarian
approach, lacking effective protection policies. At the same time, the
ecological question results marginal in Soviet public debate. Despite
the growth, from the 1970s, of environmental awareness and ecolog-
ical activism, information about the serious damages of pollution is
often made inaccessibly by Soviet censorship (Josephson et al. 2013).

2 The Forest as a Semiotic Border

Given these premises, in my essay I will demonstrate that the literary
space of the forest in Russian unofficial culture not only provides the
lyrical subject with an escape from Soviet metanarrative, but becomes
also the starting point of a deep cultural evolution, based on the values
of environmental ethics. In order to do so, I will compare some poems
by the Russian writer Gennadij Ajgi (1934-2006) with the performanc-
es of the Moscow Conceptualist group Kollektivnye Dejstvija, focusing
on the first years of its activity (1976-77). The choice of these authors
is motivated by the meaningful connotation, in their production, of
the forest as a marginal space of creative encounter with otherness.
In the introduction to her book Ecologia letteraria. Una strategia di
sopravvivenza, Serenella Iovino (2016, 22) emphasizes the ‘reconstruc-
tive’ character of ethical-environmental thought, originating from a
new attention to ‘peripheral values’ and an anti-hierarchical attitude
toward the non-human. This reconstruction represents the possibility
to shift the focus “from big ideological narrations to minor or peripher-
al ‘local narratives’”. Human domination over nature, according to so-
cial-ecological thought, is driven by the same mechanisms which jus-
tify the logic of oppression imposed by some groups on weaker social
classes. In this connection, Iovino (2004, 104) mentions the theories of
the socio-ecologist philosopher Murray Bookchin (1982) who, partial-
ly distancing himself from the absolutism of deep ecology, considers
the abatement of hierarchies within society as the basis also for a re-
newed anti-dualistic attitude toward nature. This could allow for the

2 Asobserved by Jane Costlow (2013, 14), “Stalin’s regime provided ample reasons for
someone to go into a wood and not look back, but Russia’s forests have proved tempt-
ing for runaways from multiple regimes, both before and after 1917".
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creative potential of marginal categories (both human and non-human
ones) to emerge, giving rise to new meanings and values.

The conceptual category of marginality proves to be central in the
works of the underground culture. Some writers, as stated above, as-
sociate its creative significance, inherent to the unofficial condition
of their literature within Soviet society, with the image of non-an-
thropized forests. The poietic value of the wood, depicted as a bound-
ary between Soviet ideologized space and the possibility to eman-
cipate from it, becomes clearer if we consider the function of the
border in semiotics. Quoting Puumeister, Kévamees and Kull (2022,
113), “the border is where possibility emerges, thus the moment of
meaning-making”. Actually, the semiotic school of Tartu, which the
scholars belong to, considers the notion of border as fundamental:

According to Juri Lotman, the border is one of the basic features
of the semiosphere; [...] the border is the site of and the reason for
translation. [...] semiotic boundaries that separate forms are fuzzy
and continuously negotiated. (113)

The border, therefore, represents the marginal space where the en-
counter with the other, and thus the constant re-definition of identi-
ty, is made possible; as Puumeister, Kévamees and Kull demonstrate,
this notion proves to be central in the semiotics of culture and in so-
ciosemiotics, as well as in biosemiotics. The bio- and eco-semiotician
Timo Maran (2020, 35), stressing the importance of the contact with
otherness for the evolution of culture, identifies in nature an other-
than-human ‘place of discovery’, concerning both nature itself and
culture. Through the contact with the environment, culture can learn
something also about itself, experiencing a change which contributes
to its flourishing. Evolution, as explained by Wendy Wheeler (2006)
relying on the evolutionary theory of symbiogenesis and on Hoffmey-
er’s biosemiotics (1996), originates from

the encounter of identity with an otherness which is, nonethe-
less, sufficiently semiotically recognizable to allow of a productive
encounter and negotiation, expanding a semiotic Umwelt, out of
which new strata of complex life can emerge. (Wheeler 2006, 133)

Most importantly, this process occurs

in evolutionary development of the biological lives of our bodies,
but is repeated in the lives of our minds and our cultures too. (133)

The translation of otherness is “a process of intersubjective world-
changing and making” (134); responding to it with openness allows
for a creative change of the self and, consequently, for evolution.
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Within Soviet society of Breznev ‘stagnation’, the possibility of a
creative encounter with otherness is limited by the overwhelming
empty rhetoric of the Party. In this connection, Timo Maran (2020,
51) refers to the linguistic “symbolic dominance” established by au-
tocratic and extremist ideologies as the basis of “closed symbolic
spaces”, which tend to cancel the significance of indexical and iconic
signs, interrupting the communication between humans and the eco-
system. As a result, culture is prevented from evolving and becomes a
self-referential system. This is why, in the decades following Stalin’s
death, the need for a new kind of contact with the ‘other-than-Sovi-
et culture’ is perceived as fundamental, at least in the unofficial cir-
cles, for a re-flourishing of literary discourse. The poetic image of a
pristine forest represents a possible ‘other-than culture’, since it pro-
vides an opportunity of discovering and reshaping identity through
the contact with a non-ideologized free space. At the same time, the
encounter with the forest ecosystem proves to be flourishing thanks
to the evolutionary experience of human ancestors and human body’s
historical connection with the environment, which render meaning-
making immediate in nature (Maran 2019, 288).

3 The Postmodern Legacy of the Futurist
‘Verbal Amulet’ of the Forest

Considering the artistic production of the poet Gennadji Ajgi and of
the group Kollektivnye Dejstvija, the connotation of the forest as a pro-
ductive border of meaning-making proves to be a significant inherit-
ance from Russian Futurism. Indeed, in his article “Taiinoe 3uanue
Pyccxux @ytypucros” (Tajnoe znanie russkich futuristov, ‘The Secret
Knowledge of Russian Futurists’), the Russian unofficial poet Sergej
Sigej (2001, 195) identifies in the forest the “mMecTo meiicTBus” (mesto
dejstvija; ‘place of action’), the “Tam” (tam, ‘over there’) where the ex-
perimental language of some Futurist poets originated, such as Alek-
sej Kruc¢énych (who, according to Sigej, inspired Kazimir Malevic's
‘transmental’ verses) and Vasilisk Gnedov. In doing so, he refers to
Vladimir Propp’s model of Russian fairytales (cf. Propp 1986). First
of all, Sigej shows the recurring presence, in some selected Futur-
ist texts, of the elements characterizing the hero’s journey across
the wood. Besides, the author emphasizes the process of acquisition
of knowledge which occurs within the sylvan landscape. According
to Propp’s analysis, in Russian folk stories the forest is described
as a border between the domain of human civilization and an un-
known dimension linked to the realm of the dead. After entering a
“hut standing on chicken legs”, placed at the edge of the wood, the
hero undergoes an initiation rite. In the Futurist verses, this results
in ‘cnoBecHble amyneTH’ (slovesnye amulety, ‘verbal amulets’) (Sigej
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2001, 202), which produce a significant change, as compared to the
literary tradition, in their poetic language. As far as the unofficial cul-
ture is concerned, this transformation involves not only the lyrical
subject’s linguistic expression, but mainly his deep essence: by cross-
ing the wood’s boundary and lingering ‘inside’ the margin, he seems
to experience a radical identity change, based on the denial of Sovi-
et metanarrative. In this connection, reflecting upon the relevance
of the forest in his poetic production, Gennadij Ajgi (2001, 164), just
like Sigej, defines the profound essence of the trees as a vague tam
(tam, ‘over there’), to which the humans are attracted, and where they
tend to sink. Since “u derev’ev net Slova” (y nepeBbeB HeT CnoBa, ‘the
trees have no words’), that is to say, communication with them does
not occur through linguistic symbolic signs) (Ajgi 2001, 164), by dis-
solving among the trees the lyrical subject experiences a pre-verbal
sensation of emptiness, or rather a state of receptivity to otherness,
allowing for the re-shaping of his subjectivity (Korc¢agin 2016, 115).
Actually, the relevance of emptiness, showing some mystical con-
notations, proves to be central in the whole production of Ajgi, influ-
enced by his Chuvash origins and his ancestors’ mythology. Even if
the writer, after moving to Moscow in the 1950s and becoming part of
the city’s underground culture, started to write his verses mainly in
Russian, his poetry is permeated by significant traces of Chuvash reli-
gion, based on the worship of the elements of nature. At the same time,
the author’s spirituality is affected also by Christian religion: in many
of his texts the lyrical subject follows the signs of God, who seems to
manifest himself only through his eloquent absence, perceived by the
poet in the secluded space of silent landscapes. There, the feeling of
emptiness is amplified by the recurring presence of snowy fields and
woods permeated by the non-linguistic sound of the wind. The rele-
vance of emptiness in Ajgi’s verses is mirrored by the visual value of
the pauses and the punctuation marks. In this, the meaningful influ-
ence of Malevi¢ and of the Futurist poets appears evident. Actually,
in Moscow the Chuvash author became familiar with the avantgarde
production, especially thanks to his job at the Majakovskij Museum,
and his friendship with Boris Pasternak and Aleksej Krucénych.?
Also in the artistic production of Kollektivnye Dejstvija, emptiness
shows a central value, symbolizing openness to the exchange with
otherness. In my analysis, I will consider the first volume of their
book, Poezdki za gorod Tloe3pku 3a ropop (Journeys Out of Town),
published in 1998, where the accounts on the actions enacted be-
tween 1976 and 1980 are collected. The Conceptualist group was
founded in Moscow in 1976 by Andrej Monastyrskij, Nikita Alekseev,

3 Forthe critical sources on Ajgi cf. Pagani-Cesa 1983; Janecek 1996; Sedakova 2006;
Korcagin 2016; Postovalova 2016; Weststeijn 2016; Belozorovitch 2019; Stahl 2022.
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Nikolaj Panitkov and Georgij Kizeval'ter, with the purpose to inves-
tigate the nature of art. To this end, some selected spectators were
invited to join one-day trips in the outskirts of Moscow, usually to
a field called Kievogorskoe Pole KueBoropckoe Ilone, delimited by
trees. The place was reached through a short journey on a local elec-
tric train, and then by walking in a small wood. After the expeditions,
participants were asked to write a report about their experience and
the emotional states it raised within them. Despite the performative
value of the actions, some critics interpret them as mainly literary
works. For instance, Esanu underlines the point of view of Ekaterina
Bobrinskaja (1998), according to whom Kollektivnye Dejstvija’s per-
formances are rooted in poetry and music, and represent “the disso-
lution of literature and of the poetic text into action, into everyday
life” (Esanu 2013, 36). Textual dissolution is echoed by the vagueness
of the actions (the participants are not informed about what is going
to happen) and the condition of marginality (‘out-of-town-ness’)* as-
sociated with the non-ideologized space of Kievogorskoe Pole. By di-
recting the spectators’ attention from the centre to the border, the
group offers them a new, disenchanted perspective on Soviet reality,
which they are ready to assimilate thanks to the ‘empty state’ raised
within them by the performances. The aesthetic relevance of empti-
ness in their works originates, like in Ajgi’s production, from the in-
fluence of Russian avantgardes (especially Malevi¢ and Kruc¢énych).
Besides, the void is connoted by mysticism, deriving from the meta-
physical aesthetics of the modernists of the 1950s and the 1960s (Es-
anu 2013) and the influence of Zen Buddhism, learned through the
works of Western artists such as John Cage.®

4 Quoting Esanu (2013, 96): “[Out-of-town-ness] (zagorodnost’) is another specific
KD aesthetic term that Monastyrsky defines as a particular space adjacent to many a
big Soviet city. To be ‘out of town’ is to be within a well-defined border region between
the ‘city’ and ‘noncity’”.

5 For the critical sources on Kollektivnye Dejstvija’s production cf. Groys 1979, 2013;
Monastyrskij 1998; Kabakov 1998; Esanu 2013.
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4 Translating the Forest. The Re-Definition
of the Self in Gennadij Ajgi’s Poetry

As shown in the previous paragraph, the feeling of emptiness evoked
by the marginal space of the forest proves to be central in the produc-
tion of the selected authors, on both a conceptual and an aesthetic lev-
el. When the lyrical subject crosses the sylvan border, his/her identi-
ty dissolves only to be reshaped into an evolved self, provided with a
higher degree of semiotic freedom. In the last paragraphs of my essay,
I will focus on the analysis of the changes occurring in the artists’ es-
sence and language through the encounter with nature, showing that
their dialogue with the non-human allows for a de-ideologization of
the poetic word and a consequent crack in Soviet symbolic dominance.

In the poems of Gennadij Ajgi, the ‘place of action’ is often repre-
sented by a pristine and oneiric forest or by a field or clearing, usual-
ly covered with snow. The value of the wood as a border is stressed by
Kirill Korcagin (2016), who describes Ajgi’s field as delimited by some
dark trees, standing also for the horizon line of his poetic world.® In-
deed, the Chuvash poet himself denotes the wood explicitly as a mar-
ginal space, for example, in the title of the poem Mecto: v lesu: za ogra-
doj Mecro: B necy: 3a orpago# (Place: In the Forest: Beyond the Fence)
(1967). The ‘fence’ represents the border of society, through which the
encounter with the ‘other-than-human’ border of the forest occurs. The
first lines of the text confirm the possibility, for the lyrical subject, to
experience a state of inner emptiness by lingering in the sylvan space:

MECTO: B JIECY: 3A OTPAION

" OyXOM He CJIOBUTH! -

CKa3aTh - Cpedb CHAa TYMaHsChb:

0 CBETO-TIPOPYOb: Ta M - B O 1 H O M OpelIHUKe! -

PLACE: IN THE FOREST: BEYOND THE FENCE
and not to catch all in a breath! -

to say - fogging up in sleep:

o light-frozen hole: t h e r e - i n a hazelnut tree! -
(Ajgi 19924, 79, 11. 1-3)7

6 In his article, Korc¢agin focuses on the field, connoted as a boundary between the
city and the wood. Anyway, since it delimitates the field and is often referred to as a
primordial space on the fringe of society, in my analysis I will analyse Ajgi’s wood as a
border (or one of its possible reiterations).

7 Unless otherwise stated, all translations are by the Author.
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In particular, the verb ‘fogging up’ refers to the dissolution of the po-
et’s identity after entering the wood, while the presence of a ‘hole’ in
a hazelnut tree symbolizes the materialization of nothingness, mirror-
ing the lyrical subject’s openness to change through the dialogue with
nature. Actually, the Russian word prorub mpopy6s, indicates specif-
ically a ‘hole in the ice’, which contributes to emphasize the oneiric
character of the forest. The association of the ‘hole’ with the ‘light’,
standing for the divine, marks the poet’s reconnection with a pre-ex-
istential spirituality as the basis for the definition of a new, free self.
The transformation undergone by the lyrical subject results into a lit-
erary language shaped on the basis of the communication processes
occurring in the forest ecosystem. There, as observed by Timo Maran
(2020, 57) in his analysis of the forest as a semiotic model, “semiotic
structures are motivated: content and form are related to each other,
and arbitrariness is rare, occasional and constrained”. In Ajgi’s verses,
the presence of indexical and iconic signs, reconnecting the text with
the environment and interrupting Soviet discourse, is evident both
on a phonetic and on a visual level. For instance, the syntactic struc-
tures of the Russian language are often replaced by a sequence of key
words, whose logical connections are defined by their visual juxtapo-
sition. At the same time, in Mecto: v lesu: za ogradoj the presence of
the vowel ‘0’ at the beginning of the third line can be interpreted as
an iconic reproduction of the emptiness evoked by the ‘frozen hole’.

In the poem Snova: Mesta v lesu CHoBa: MecTa B necy (Again: Plac-
es in the Forest) (1969), the image of a clearing delimited by the wood
echoes the ‘frozen hole’. By creating an empty space within his soul,
the author is ready to assimilate the ‘songs’ of the trees.

CHOBa: MecTa B JIeCy

OIISITH IOIOTCS! ecTh! OISATH OHU
3ByyYalllyie - Be3fie - OIHOBPEMEHHO! -
OISATH K TOMY Xe 4acy

K IPOo0yKAEHbIO:

CBETIIO

- IONIAHOK-CTpafanueM! -

(Ajgi 1991, 113, 11. 1-6)

Again: Places in the Forest

again they are sung! yes! again it is they
everywhere - sounding - at once! -
again at the same hour

at awakening:

bright

- as a clearing - suffering! -

(Ajgi 2000, 3, 11. 1-6, transl. by P. France)
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But the plants, represented by the ‘hawthorn’, have no words, since,
as seen before, they do not speak human language. So, the wood
seems to be silent, and the lyrical subject’s fusion with it, leading to
the encounter with God, in this case is denied to the poet.

OOSPHIIIHUK — TIPY TeHUY MOJTUAIIHH

Kak 60T MoTyaIuii - 3a 3By4amuM CII0BOM:
MOTYAIIUM - THYHOCTHIO HETTPHKACAEMOM:
JIUING TPOHS - U Oynet: bora HeT

(Ajgi 1991, 114, 11. 19-22)

hawthorn - silent in singing

like a silent god - behind the sounding word:
silent - in intangible self:

just touch - and it will be: there is no god
(Ajgi 2000, 3, 19-22, transl. by P. France)

In the later text Sumjat berézy Illymat 6epésut (‘The Birches Rustle’,
1975), however, the fundamental poietic function of the encounter
with nature seems clear to the poet: by surrendering to the dissolu-
tion of the self in the forest, he finds a non-verbal form of communi-
cation with the trees. On this ground, the writer is ready to define
the borders of his new, evolved identity, whose essence is expressed
by the abstract experimentalism of his poetic language.

IMYMAT BEPE3bL

U caM f - IIypIIaliui:

«a MoxXKeT ObITh Bor...» -

menoT B 6epe3ax:

«yMep...» -

U MBI

pacrmajp - IpoIoIXKaIOIMMUNACI? -
a noyemy OBt

Y HeT? -

OIMHOKO U IyCTO pPa3BeeTcs mpax... -
(mmemoT Gepes...

BCE MHI B MHpE€ IIyPIIUM...) -

U CHOBA

BockpecHert?.. -

...0axe He 00JIbHO:

KakK HaBCerfa... -

myM - Kax 06 atom!.. -

(CTIOBHO MOKUHYTHIM - OCEHB IIYM)
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THE BIRCHES RUSTLE

And even I am - swishing:

«but maybe it’s God...» -

A whisper in the birches:

«dead...» -

And we

Decay - continuous? -

but why

not? -

lonely and empty the ashes will scatter
(whisper of birches...

we all in the world swish...) -

and again

Will he resurrect?.. -

...doesn’t even hurt:

as if forever... -

noise - as if about this!.. -

(almost abandoned - autumn noise)
(Ajgi 1992b, 43)

As can be inferred in the first line, the poem represents a transla-
tion of the voice of the trees: “THE BIRCHES RUSTLE / And even I
am - swishing”. At the same time, the “whisper of birches” reminds of
the spiritual connotation of the forest in Chuvash mythology, recon-
necting Ajgi with the primordial past of humanity and with the idea
of a pre-anthropized nature.® Mysticism in the text is evoked also by
some references to the Christian God and resurrection. As a conse-
quence of this spiritual encounter with the forest, language partial-
ly loses its symbolic value: the punctuation marks become indexical
signs, representing, on a visual level, the lyrical subject’s dissolution
in the wood. Besides, the onomatopoetic sounds ‘S’ and ‘Z’ in the title
and in the first lines seem to be iconic reproductions of the forest’s
sounds.’ Lastly, in the second to last line, the complete absence of
words mirrors the condition of emptiness experienced by the poet.
Having freed his mind from the influence of Soviet metanarrative, he
is ready to communicate with the forest through a shared pre-verbal
language. In this connection, the semantic field of death (‘dead’, ‘de-
cay’) emphasizes the creative value of the decay cycle which, quot-

8 According to Pagani-Cesa (1983) in Chuvash mythology the wood was seen as a sort
of temple, where, through the sound of the wind moving the leaves, the pagan spirits
and the souls of the dead could communicate with the living.

9 In the English translation, a similar effect has been obtained by choosing words
containing sibilant phonemes.
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ing Maran, in the forest ecosystem is “overwhelming” and contrib-
utes to transform “any agency and matter” within it, giving it new
life (Maran 2019, 293).

5 Emerging from the Wood. The Poetry of Nature
Performed by Kollektivnye Dejstvija

In the actions of Kollektivnye Dejstvija, the penetration into the forest-
border and the dematerialization of the subject described by Ajgi oc-
curs through a physical crossing of the wood, in order to reach the per-
formative space of the field. In my analysis, I will focus mainly on the
action Komedija Komemgus (Comedy) (2 October 1977), whose descrip-
tion was published in the first volume of Poezdki za gorod, together
with an account about it written by the Conceptualist artist Il'ja Kaba-
kov. His reflection starts with a description of his sensation of extreme
freedom at the beginning of the excursion. Not knowing what they are
going to experience, the participants feel completely deprived of any
personal intention. This creates within them a state of receptivity to the
encounter with nature. The walk in the wood is described as follows:

THl HaXO[UIIBCSA B KAKOM-TO ABOMCTBEHHOM COCTOSIHMU: C OJHOM
CTOPOHHI TH IIPOCTO HMAEIlb II0 JIeCy, II0 KOTOPOMY MHOTHE
TONBl XORMJI, HO XONMJI, BCIOMHHAEIlb, BCerga C KaKUMU-TO
ONpefieIeHHBIMY U SCHEIMM HaMEPEHUSMH [...] @ TYT TH HOELIb
SIBHO C HEM3BECTHOCTHIO pe3yibTara [...]. U BOT nec mpuobperaet
COBEpINIEHHO HOBHIM U KaKOU-TO HEOOBIYaWHBEIM XapaKTep. Bpome
9TO TOT XKe JIeC, HO OH HeBEpOSTHO aKTUBU3UPOBaH. Bce aTu
BETKH, TPABKHU U JIOPOXKKH, 10 KOTOPHIM THI, Ka3aj0Cch 6bl, MHOT'O
pas3 rynsn - HA4ero mofgo0HOoTro, Thl TPOTAEIIb TUCTE 6YKBaIbHO
BIIEPBBEIE ¥ TPaBY TOIUelllb MePBHIM pa3. U 3T0 1erKOMEBICIIEHHO-
BECEJIOe U B TO K€ BPEMSI CTPAIIHO 060CTPEHHOE U HAaNPSIZKEHHOE
COCTOSIHYUE He IIPOXOTHUT.

Y BOT, HAKOHEII, TH BHIIIJIBIBAEIIH U3 9TOT'0 HEBEPOSTHOTO JIeca.

You experience a double feeling: from the one hand, you are just
walking in a wood, where you have been walking many times be-
fore, but each time, you remember, you had a specific purpose [...],
now you are just walking without knowing what is going to hap-
pen [...]. And so the wood seems completely new and exceptional,
as if it was the same wood, but more intense. All these branches,
grasses and these paths, where you, apparently, have been walk-
ing many times - look so different now: you touch the leaves liter-
ally for the first time, and step on the grass for the first time. And
you feel cheerful and free, but also awfully tense, and this feeling
doesn’t leave you.
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And then, finally, you emerge from this unreal wood.
(Kabakov 1998, 59)

The passage in the wood, as is clear from Kabakov’s words, symbol-
izes a metaphorical exit from the ideologized space of Soviet reality.
By walking ‘inside’ the semiotic border of the forest without a spe-
cific intention, the spectators are given the possibility to re-shape
creatively their dialogue with the elements of nature, and thus to re-
think their own identity, expanding their semiotic Umwelt. Besides,
the choice of the adjective ‘unreal’ to define the wood appears ex-
tremely meaningful, since it underlines the primordial character of
the landscape. In this neutral space, the spectators are allowed to
establish a pre-verbal contact with the environment, based on their
ancestral connections with nature. As a consequence, they realize
that their essence is rooted in the non-human, since what happens
in their mind parallels what is going on in the forest ecosystem. Af-
ter ‘emerging’ from the wood into the field, they find themselves in
an ‘empty state’, which is boosted by their condition of pre-waiting
for the action to happen. The void inside their minds increases their
initial openness to the encounter with otherness, and is echoed by
the whiteness of the snowy field. Suddenly, two figures appear in the
distance. One of them wears a long tunic, and, after a while, the oth-
er slips inside it. But when the former approaches the audience and
lifts his tunic, it becomes clear that the latter is no longer there. So,
the actor disappears, alone, into the wood on the border of the field.

According to Kabakov’s interpretation, this impressive action re-
minds of a sort of inverted birth, of loss; at the same time the im-
age of pregnancy shows a mystic connotation, linked to the birth
of Jesus in Christian religion. The idea of a pre-life experience rep-
resents a metaphor for the pre-verbal language of the forest, which
the actors translate on the field through their action. Actually, as
stated above, the performances of Kollektivnye Dejstvija have been
interpreted as poetry dissolving into action. After the encounter
with the otherness of the forest, the symbolic value of language los-
es its effectiveness. It is replaced by the iconic and indexical signs
produced by the very bodies of the actors moving in the field. By
receiving and interpreting them, the spectators can finally eman-
cipate from Soviet symbolic dominance, allowing for new forms of
creativity to permeate them.

The reduction of language to indexical and iconic signs is clear
considering all the actions included in the first volume. For instance,
in the performance Pojavlenie IlosiBnenue (Appearance) (13 March
1976), some cards are given to the audience as certificates of at-
tendance. Their significance, anyway, is related more to their index-
ical presence (they take on the function of props, testifying that the
action has happened and the spectators are actually on that field)
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than to the words written on them. At the same time, the presence
of two actors coming out of the wood to the field, in order to hand
out the cards, is an indexical enactment of Monastyrskij's Elementa-
rnaja Poézija dnemenTtapHas [1033ug (Elementary Poetry).*® Also in
the action Lozung - 1977 Jlo3yHr - 1977 (Slogan - 1977) (26 January
1977), in which a red length of cloth with a quotation from Monasty-
rskij’s work Nicego ne proischodit Huuero He mpoucxopuT (Nothing
Happens) is hung among the trees, the symbolic value of the words
is outshined by their iconic presence. Indeed, the white letters on the
banner reflect the whiteness of the field, changing the configuration
of the landscape through their physical presence. To confirm this,
the sentence on the cloth stresses the empty value of conventional
language and the need to communicate on a new, deeper level. The
words, echoing ironically Soviet ideologized rhetoric, are not used
to describe the world, but to deny it and build an artificial reality:

4 HY Ha 4YTO He XKanyloCh U MHe BCE HPaBUTCS, HECMOTPS Ha TO,
YTO 5 37[€Ch HUKOT A He OB ¥ He 3HAal0 HUYero 06 9THX MecTax.

I don’t complain about anything and I like everything, even if I have
never been here and I don’t know anything about these places.
(Monastyrskij 1998, 26)

Going back to Komedija, the final disappearance in the wood of the
figure wearing a tunic represents a postmodern reiteration of the
boundary crossing, previously enacted by the spectators. By reach-
ing the forest, the actor stresses the primary value of marginality in
Kollektivnye Deistvija’s works, confirming once more that meaning-
making occurs on the border and evolution, both in nature and cul-
ture, is a perpetual process, deriving from the continuous negotia-
tion of semiotic boundaries. After the performance, the participants
go back to Moscow, thus to Soviet reality. In order to bring their ex-
perience to society, in their accounts they need to rely on the sym-
bolic level of language, which, having been de-ideologized through
the action, can now produce authentic meanings. With their words,
they testify the profound pre-existential connection which was es-
tablished between their psyche and the wood, realizing that “nature
isn’t just out there, but it is in us all” (Wheeler 2006, 156). This same
denial of any dualism between human and non-human is shown, in
Ajgi’s lines, through the creation of language deeply rooted in the
forest ecosystem, resulting in a translation of the landscape through

10 Between 1975 and 1977 Monastyrskij created the series of literary works Elemen-
tarnaja Poézija. The works are based on the aesthetics of the avantgardes and antici-
pate the performances of Kollektivnye Dejstvija.
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a visual poetic stream. In their works, both the Chuvash writer and
the Conceptualist artists look for the primordial essence of a word-
less poetry, which proves to be closely related to preverbal sounds
and gestures. By establishing a profound contact with the forest, they
stress the creative value of this ancestral form of literature, confirm-
ing William Rueckert’s assumption, according to which

poems are green plants among us. [...] They help to create crea-
tivity and community, and when their energy is released and flows
out into others, to again raise matter from lower to higher order.
(Rueckert 1978, 76)
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