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DUALISM: AN OVERVIEW

It would seem that all attempts by man to account for his own
origins — that is, the origin of the cosmos, of the Real — inevitably
stumble across the problem of having to answer two related questions:
what is the basis of evil, and what is the source of man's sense of
separateness from, if not superiority over, the rest of creation?

Regardless of how evil is ultimately defined, even the most
tolerant and optimistic of doctrines cannot but admit that ours is an
imperfect world, relative to an imaginable cosmos in which all desires
are met and the fear of death nonexistent. At the same time, the
history of man qua species is replete with evidence that mankind,
perhaps thanks to the endowments of reason and language, as well as
other biological “advantages,” feels itself to have an ontological status
that is unquestionably above that of animals, not to mention the
subjects of the vegetable kingdom.'

It is certainly possible, by means of a slight shift in the angle
from which these two questions are viewed, to envision them as

composing fundamentally the same question, insofar as both concern a

! A succinct statement of the relationship between consciousness and
dualistic opposition (superiority) can be found in a curious place, namely in
Philip K. Dick's neognostic novel, VALIS: “This is the danger of the
archetypes; the opposite qualities are not yet separated. Bipolarization into
paired opposites does not occur until conciousness occurs.” (New York:
Vintage Books, 1991), 177.



separation of man's earthly existence with all its expectations and
obligations from another, irrational mode of existence that continually
impinges upon man's consciousness and cannot be ignored. Of the
various mythico-philosophical endeavors to explain or resolve this
ongoing encounter with man's alienation from what Bataille terms the
‘intimate order,’ ? perhaps the one that is most persistently revived,
albeit in various forms, is dualism.

Properly speaking, dualism refers to a cosmogony in which two
separate worlds (or universes) are brought into existence by two
separate and usually opposed creative forces. In this purer form of
dualism, most clearly exemplified by Zoroastrianism and other Near
Eastern cosmogonies, there is generally an absolute alienation between
the two created worlds such that the interactions between the
respective creative forces is perceived as a struggle for absolute
dominance in the form of a (military) victory.

In our own Judaeo-Christian tradition, this absolute form of
dualism has been supplanted by what Ioan Couliano refers to as
‘pseudo-dualism.” In pseudo-dualist systems, the battle between the

creators is not equally matched, and the creator of Evil or of the visible

2Georges Bataille, Theory of Religion (New York: Zone Books, 1992), 69
ff.

8Ioan P. Couliano, The Tree of Gnosis: Gnostic Mythology from Early
Christianity to Modern Nihilism (San Francisco: Harper San Francisco,
1992), 209.



world (if they were not consubstantial) is in some way subordinate to
the creator of Good or of the ideal world (paradise). Any mythology,
therefore, which attributes the creation of “this world” to a fallen angel,
say, or to a less-than-omnipotent demiurge might be considered
pseudo-dualistic.

The distinction between these two types of dualistic organization
is not one that should be ignored, since the mode of conception in some
sense dictates subsequent approaches to the problem of overcoming the
implicit frustration of dualism. That is, in a pseudo-dualistic system,
since the creator of the lower world is presumed to be inferior, the
notion of redemption is more likely to be explicit, the task being to
restore man to some original state from which he has diverged. In
addition, as we shall attempt to show, the image of the creator(s) in
dualistic cosmologies eventually becomes — if it is not already the
projection of — the image of the artist, who presents himself as the
embodiment of the (inferior) creator working at the human level.

Consequently, the inherent structural epistemological problems —
the paradoxes, the internal contradictions — that become evident in the
articulation of the dualistic world view as it tries to solve an intractable
dilemma of human existence, are bound to produce tensions between

the creator and the creation. Taken a step further, the artist who



envisions his own participation in the creative process as providing a
link between two worlds (of any sort) can be presumed to be taking
certain risks, which both test his belief in the reality of the worlds he
seeks to unite by his craft, and threaten his ability to become or remain
a unified consciousness existing in both realms simultaneously.
Dualism, especially of the sort known as (Neo-)Platonism,
reappears from time to time as the philosophical basis for literary or
other artistic movements which postulate an aesthetic ideal that
resides in an area of existence or consciousness that is not accessible to
ordinary men. These movements, such as Romanticism, then tend to
promote an image of the artist as a Promethean hero, who by his
machinations becomes capable of demonstrating the truth of the ‘other
world,” and of emulating in this world a modified form of experience
that presumably obtains in the other. Even such an apparently
commonplace notion as ‘poetic inspiration’ relies upon an implicit
dualism insofar as the source of the poet's words is construed as divine:
the Iliad itself, for example (for Homer is one of the central literary
sources for our notion of poetic inspiration®*), can be viewed as simply

the outpouring of dactylic lines that results directly from Homer's

*The argument, in recent times, over whether Homer really existed (i.e.
was a single individual) is irrelevant here: the fact of the matter is that
Homer's writings were once regarded, certainly during the time of Blok and
Solov’ev, as being the font of European poetic tradition.



“Mfjviv &elde, 6ed.” (“Sing, goddess, of the wrath of Achilles...”). That is
not to claim, of course, that the poet is not directly involved in shaping
his text; yet craft without inspiration is traditionally considered cold,
while inspiration bereft of craftsmanship may occasionally border on
the incomprehensible.

Hence the nature of the problem: the creator who subscribes to a
notion of inspiration must subtend two worlds: the mundane world of
mechanics and technique, on the one hand, and the divine world of
inspiration and illumination on the other. A consequence of the
difficulty of this effort may become manifest in the life and psyche of
the poet, to the extent that the heroism required for ‘crossing over’ from
the mundane to the extra-mundane usually demands a more or less
arrogant ego — one that in any case imagines itself capable of returning
from such a dangerous journey — while at the same time a reduction in
the space occupied by the ego is requisite to permit the influx of
inspiration.

While it might be claimed that all creative enterprise is
inherently dualistic (because it subjugates or opposes man the creator
to another, more cosmic creative urge), the effects of an explicitly
dualistic world view upon the life and work of an individual poet are

seemingly more visible, and thus more capable of illuminating the



nature of the risks that man the creative creature takes when he

presumes to transcend his natural domain.

SOLOV’EV & THE SYMBOLISTS

As an example of the relationship between a philosophy that
embeds a sort of dualism in its fundamental precepts and a derivative
poetics that attempts to survive the potentially irreconcilable domains
of dualistic thinking, we can look to the ideas propounded by Vladimir
Solov’ev toward the end of the last century, and to the influence of those
ideas (and perhaps the anxiety thereof) upon the poetics of the Russian
symbolists, especially Aleksandr Blok.

The philosophical work of Vladimir Sergeevié Solovev
(1853-1900) has been acknowledged as the first system of pure
philosophy (comprising metaphysics, epistemology, ethics and esthetics)
to be developed in Russia.®? Within the brief span of his productive life,
Solov’ev was able to develop a view of man, God and nature that, owing
both to its syncretic and comprehensive character, as well as to its
ultimate failure to resolve certain underlying paradoxes, was able to
profoundly affect not only the future of Russian philosophy, but Russian

art — especially poetry — as well.

5V.V.Zenkovsky, A History of Russian Philosophy (New York: Columbia
University Press, 1967), 493, 530.



The complex development of Solov’ev’s philosophy, which did not
remain entirely abstract but rather touched heavily upon such issues as
the political relations between East and West and the ideal unification
of Christianity, is a topic whose vastness remains to be grappled with.
Nevertheless, certain themes that form the stable basis upon which
Solov’ev attempted to unify his philosophy are visible enough that it is
possible to claim that it is this very set of themes that was eventually
taken over by the Symbolists to serve as the philosophical basis for a
poetics of “mystical idealism.”

The tasks of the poet and the philosopher are rarely identical,
although there may frequently exist an interdependence of one upon
the other: the poet may look to the philosopher for a well-structured
articulation of what in the poetry is intuitive or cannot be logically or
empirically justified; at the same time, a philosopher — especially one
concerned with aesthetics and the meaning of art — may feel obliged to
examine cultural artifacts such as poetry to anchor reasoning that
otherwise may come off as too abstract. In any case, the cognitive
domains of poets and philosophers are frequently disjunct enough that
a poetic school or movement is likely to borrow from a given antecedent
philosophy only those ideas which support or modify in an apparently

positive way a poetics that is already in place. In other words, poets



working within a given tradition are unlikely to look for reinforcement
to philosophical arguments that undermine or contradict their own
manifestoes.

This is not to say that poets cannot engage philosophical thinking
thoroughly. Certainly it would be erroneous to assume that someone of
the erudition and intellectual stature of Aleksandr Blok would read
Solov’ev with only a superficial interest. It remains a fact, however,
that only certain of Solov’ev’s wide-ranging concerns were crucial to the
formulation of the Symbolist credo. Not only that, but as we shall see,
Solov’evian images were not borrowed into Symbolism without a -
modicum of reinterpretation. This reanalysis, or refocusing, of a
philosophical system that already contained serious structural
contradictions, resulted in a poetic philosophy even less capable of
withstanding the disintegrating effects of unresolved metaphysical and
axiological dualism.

Unlike the formal dualism of the ancient Near Eastern religions
or the clearly defined opposition between the sensible and ideal realms
exemplifying Platonist thought, Solov’ev’s philosophy was, one might
say, almost unintentionally dualistic. For while Solov’ev was without
doubt greatly informed by Hegel and Schelling in the construction of his

vision of the Absolute,® his vision of man — or of Sophia, which is the



ideal image of man — as the mediator between the unconditional and
the conditional suggests that Solov’ev believed it possible to unify what
he termed the first and second Absolute Principles.’

To that extent, Solov’ev’s dualism is (unlike most true dualistic
schemes) essentially optimistic.® And it perhaps his optimism, seeing in
human history a determined movement toward the divine, that caught
the attention of the Symbolists.

We know little of the earliest sources of Solov’ev’s philosophical
leanings, aside from the fact that his father (Sergej Mixajlovi¢ Solov’ev)
was a widely respected historian with an almost apocalyptic sense of
contemporary human history, and what we learn from Solov’ev himself
about his earliest encounters with the feminine archetype, the
npekpacHas aamMa named Sophia who beckons him to Egypt for what we

can only surmise was some sort of initiatory revelation.’

¢1Ibid., 484.

"Ibid., 493. The Conditional is apparently that which exists with respect
to conditions, such as temporality or physicality. This is in contrast to the
Absolute, which is also Unconditional, i.e. outside the realm of attributes.

8The question arises as to whether it is not in fact this optimistic,
almost positivistic, orientation within an essentially pessimistic world view
that places such enormous stress upon the historiosophical structure.

®The location of Egypt, which is explicitly commanded in Solov’ev’s
famous poem “Three Encounters” (“Tri svidanija”)—“ ‘Be in Egypt!’ a voice
within me sounded” — is designated for reasons that are not clear within the
context of the poem. However, if Samuel Cioran is correct that Solov’ev’s
Sophiology is linked to or derived from that system of Christian Gnosticism
known as the Valentinian speculation, then the choice of Egypt perhaps
becomes clearer: in his chapter on the Valentinian speculation in The Gnostic
Religion, Hans Jonas writes, “In the typical systems of the Syrian-Egyptian
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We can trace this latter, more mystical branch of Solov’ev’s
manifold intellectual roots to Novalis, to Bohme, probably to the
Neoplatonists, and to gabalah.' In addition, there are traces of ideas
from Paracelsus and Swedenborg. Beyond these sources (who
influenced not only Solov’ev but the whole theosophical movement of
the late nineteenth century, beginning with Blavatskaja),'* Solov’ev
seems to maintain the requisite secrecy'” regarding the specific
influences of mystical ideas upon his conception of the nature of reality.
In any case, what is important to understand about Solov’ev is not so
much the sources of his mysticism, but that the mystical or intuitive
side of his philosophy, the one that was of most interest to the

Symbolists, was framed within a highly rationalistic, almost Darwinian

Gnosis, it is the latter [i.e. the “female Thought of God”] who personifies the
fallible aspect of God, usually under the name of ‘Sophia’. (p. 176).

0 Zenkovsky, 485-495. See also Judith Deutsch Kornblatt, “Solov’ev’s
Androgynous Sophia and the Jewish Kabbalah,” Slavic Review 50, 3 (Fall
1991), 487-496.

'Recall that The Secret Doctrine was published in 1888. James
Billington, in The Icon and the Axe: An Interpretive History of Russian
Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1966), sums up the Solov’evian
syncretism thus: “Solov’ev’s poetic references to a mysterious ‘beautiful lady’
were both a symptom and a cause of the new turn toward mystical idealism.
The beautiful lady was in part Comte's goddess (vierge positive) of humanity,
in part the missing madonna of a revived romanticism, and in part the divine
wisdom (sophia) of Orthodox theology and occult theosophy. ” (p. 471).

2P F.M. Fontaine, in the appendix to Vol. IV of his multivolume cultural
history of dualism, The Light and the Dark, makes the interesting claim that
an “instance of the tendency to dualism is the occurrence of closed or secret
societies...[which are classified as] esoteric because their members hold
themselves apart from the common run of mankind and keep their secrets to
themselves in order that they should not be profaned by the unitiated.” (p.
304).
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form. Much of Solov'ev's philosophical argument concerning man's
approach to Godness is backed up by evidence seemingly taken from
biological taxonomy and a teleological or positivistic understanding of
the laws of natural selection.

In fact, although the influence of Darwin upon Solov’ev is rarely
mentioned, Solov’ev acknowledges Darwin, whose work he knew in
German translation, in his long essay “Beauty in Nature” (“Krasota v
prirode”). While Darwin may not be considered a direct influence upon
Solov’ev, since the basic themes of Solov’ev’s thinking had already been
developed by the time Darwin's major writings would have become
available to him, one cannot help noticing how Darwinian is Solov’ev’s
view of the organic nature of the universe, and of the relationship
between the conditional and individual (ontogeny) and the
unconditional and universal (phylogeny).

Solov’ev clearly has difficulty in reconciling his observation that
on the one hand, man is an individual, presumably with a will of his
own, while on the other, the totality of mankind, including its history
and future, is itself a kind of organism, whose direction (he believed) is
determined, and directed toward all-unity. Perhaps this dual nature of
man (or any level of the organic) represents the fundamental problem of

all dualism: that the individual at the same time comprises less
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complex individuals and is a member of a more complex individual
organism. Put another way, man can (or in Solov’evian terms, is obliged
to) participate in the divine yet at the same time (because he is an
individual) he is fully capable of turning away from it; in Eastern
Orthodox thought, this deliberate turning away is identified with Evil.*
Thus even in a system as developed as Solov’ev’s there remains that
persistent bugaboo “free will": it is free will that is inculcated in man by
virtue of the Absolute's need to have a real Other that is somehow zo
become the Absolute itself, yet it is also free will that is either evil itself
or the product of evil. (We can see here a Dostoevskiian sympathy,
where Solov’ev is led to the problematic conclusion that if the ideal in
man (Sophia) is deterministically leading man toward the Divine, then
the Absolute-granted freedom of will can only manifest itself by
choosing another direction, i.e. by choosing evil, which is by definition a
turning away from the divine.)

It is Solov’ev’s “keen awareness of the tremendous power of evil
persisting to the end of the world”" that prevents him, finally, from

accepting a purely Christian view of the world, despite his ongoing

3 George Florovsky, in Creation and Redemption (vol. 3 of Collected
Works, Belmont, MA, 1976), discusses the paradox of free will and evil
within Orthodox theology in terms of the Last Judgment, and raises the
question whether there is any room for revolt, defiance, opposition to divine
will. See esp. 250-262.

S L. Frank, A Solovyov Anthology (New York: Charles Scribners Sons,
1950), 28.
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attempts to bring his philosophy under the rubric of Christianity and to
reestablish “the unity of the Ecumenical church.”'® Nevertheless,
despite this sensitivity to the fact of evil in the created world, Solov’ev
seems to be able to adhere to his doctrine of Godmanhood
(bogoéelovelestvo), a doctrine that on the surface certainly seems to
embody a subtle Christian tenet, namely that God is present in every
man and it is the presence of Godness in men that (although Solov’ev
seems reluctant to mention “redemption”) will lead him in the right
direction.

In such dualistic systems as Manichaeism, this kind of thinking,
in which “a piece of God” is present in every man, leads to a position of
antagonism toward matter and the material world, insofar as these are
considered to be in illicit possession of the Light, and to have
imprisoned the Light which naturally desires to return to the Good (or
alternatively, Unity, the Original Light, the Absolute). In Solov’evian
philosophy, however, the body (matter) in principle is not opposed to
the immaterial, but rather exists as part of God's need to manifest his
own existence. The problem with this optimistic dualism is that it

posits an Absolute that in fact is not absolute: the Absolute, the

5 Ibid.
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Unconditional, apparently has a need to create a (second) Absolute
which somehow is necessary so that God's reality can become manifest.

It is unlikely that this particular internal contradiction in
Solov’ev’s philosophy — a trap which Zenkovsky perhaps unfairly
attributes to Solov’ev’s attraction to gabalah'® — was a major or even
visible problem for those who looked to Solov’ev’s mysticism to provide a
set of ideas and images that could be taken over and manipulated for
the sake of creating poetry based on intuition. The point here is that the
underlying, almost psychological dualism of Solov’ev’s allegiance to the
ideal but unstable unification of reason and faith may have gone
unnoticed by those (such as the poets) who were predisposed toward
finding solutions. As a consequence, what may have amounted to a
small logical “fracture” in the underlying cosmogonic principles
eventually became a larger fissure under the weight of Symbolist
reinterpretation.

The question of how the Absolute manifests itself (which is indeed
a major philosophical question posed by gabalistic emanationism) and
the subtleties concerning how the created world is teleologically
identical with the Absolute will continue to remain issues for debate

among philosophers and theologians, but not necessarily poets. Of more

16 Zenkovsky, 497.
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concern for poetry is the image of an ideal universe from which to
obtain, in a fairly pragmatic fashion, the substances necessary for
creating a beauty that is reminiscent of the Absolute kingdom.
Solov’ev’s own ideas on the task of poetry fairly clearly point out the

essence of what in his philosophy is of most consequence for the poet:

As belonging to both worlds man can and must through
intellectual contemplation be in touch with the divine
world, and while still dwelling in the world of struggle and
anxious confusion, enter into communion with the serene
images abiding in the realm of glory and eternal
beauty...Every true poet must penetrate to ‘the native land
of flame and word’ so as to borrow from it the archetypes of
his creations and the inner enlightenment called
inspiration which enables us to find even in our natural
world colors and sounds for the embodiment of ideal
patterns."

To the mystically inclined poet, what is intriguing about
Solov’ev’s philosophy is the possibility that there is an ideal other world
which generously permits him to bring into his own poetry the
“archetypes” that reveal the truth of the other world itself. The
temptation of this promise of inspirational energy in the form of images
would naturally tend to inhibit any committed seeker from questioning

too rigidly the reality of this potentially overwhelming beauty."

V. Solov’ev, “God, the divine basis of creation and man” (abridged from
Lecture 7 of Lectures on God-Manhood), in S.L.. Frank, A Solovyov
Anthology, 39.

¥ One of the problems with elevating intuition to such a high status is
that all moves based on intuition are assumed to be correct; incorrect moves
result from interference from another faculty. It thus becomes impossible to
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In addition to this casting of the ideal world as a both accessible
and serene domain, Solov’ev’s writings also describe an alluring image,
borrowed more or less intact from Neoplatonism (namely, in the form of
the World Soul) or its descendants, of the feminine archetype,'® Sophia.
This image, in Solov’evian terms, is “the divine basis or essence of that
which, as creation, is distinct from God.” Furthermore, Sophia is the
true rationale and end of creation, who takes the form of “a luminous
and heavenly being separated from the darkness of earthly matter.”
Thus the image of the incarnation of the divine idea, the integral
organism formed by all human elements and thereby representing both
“the eternal body of God and the eternal soul of the world,* possesses
an erotic aspect (in the sense that she is desirable). The form of this
anthropomorphization is close enough to that of the classically feminine
muse® that She could easily be merged with that function; there would

in that case be no reason to question her beneficence or divinity.

question the accuracy of intuition.

YWe must look at the allure of the feminine through nineteenth century
eyes: the poetic tradition which was to take the Solov’evian image of Sophia
most to heart was not an evenly balanced group of men and women. At the
same time, idealistic projections of the feminine are frequently of interest to
women for narcissistic, rather than erotic reasons.

2 A Solovyov Anthology, 12.

#1 Zenkovsky, 498.

2The connection between Sophia and the Greek Muse is hardly new; it
is explicit in Russian ikons from as early as the fourteenth century: “The
figure of Holy Wisdom, acting as a kind of inspiration or muse to Luke...has
the same essential characteristics as the figure of Wisdom in the icon Wisdom
Hath Builded Her House. The Muse icon type, with Sophia pictured with any
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In this cosmogonic system, there remains a serious flaw, which is
perhaps obscured by the luminous image of Sophia herself, namely: on
the one hand, Sophia is the embodiment of the Absolute through man
taken as an organism, and thus presumably the representation of the
divine as manifest creation; at the same time, her luminous quality
would seem to represent an attraction, which calls upon man's desire,
his will, which as we have already noted is the source of Evil. In other
words, the desirability that is imputed to Sophia implies that She, who
is luminous but also abstract, must in some sense attract man to the
ideal condition she represents. But to endow her with desirability also
implies that without that particular characteristic, man might for
whatever reason choose a different mode of existence. Thus from the
Orthodox point of view, at least one hypostasis of Sophia is already
grounded in the world of Evil (seduction), because she is by definition
apart from the determined (unconditional) Absolute. Her attributes
would appear to have no function other than to invoke man's free will to
turn toward Her, and yet his will is potentially aligned with evil.

This suggests that as soon as this archetype is sexualized,” it is

immediately contaminated because of its affiliation with passion (even

of the four evangelists, is rare...The chief inspiration for this icon type was
thirteenth century and fourteenth century neo-Hellenistic miniatures from
the Balkans, which did indeed emphasise the Greek idea of the muse.”
Donald M. Fiene, “What is the Appearance of the Divine Sophia?” in Slavic
Review 48, 3 (Fall 1989), 455.
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if that passion is consciously oriented toward the Good). It then
becomes possible to speculate, if we are indeed looking at this part of
the Solov’evian system as true cosmogony, that the manifest Sophia
might in fact be a demon (that is, a reduced or inverted form of the
divine), or at least a second hypostasis of Sophia (for which there is

)** whose-disguise is in

some evidence in the Valentinian speculation
fact the most appropriate one to take for an opponent of the Absolute in
a dualistic universe.

Whether Solov’ev himself understood this, understood that the

perception of Sophia is fraught with danger arising from the illusion of

her image, is not clear.”® He states, however, that

both hell and earth, as well as heaven, follow man with
particular concern during the fateful period when Eros is
becoming part of him.*

It would seem that toward the end of his life, when the above
sentence was written, Solov’ev may have realized the implicit danger in
falling for the illusory image of Sophia, which because it is clothed by

human desire is therefore contaminated. Not that Solov’ev would lose

% Despite the innocent nobility of Solov’ev’s faith in the divinity of
human sexuality as the prerequisite for recreating the Absolute.

2*Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion (Boston: Beacon Press, 1963), 183 ff.

%This very same confusion, it seems to me, between “image” and
“likeness,” lay at the center of the Iconoclastic controversy surrounding the
use of Holy Ikons in Orthodox worship. See Leonid Ouspensky, The Theology
of Ikons, vol. 1

% Zenkovsky, p 525.
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faith in the artistic process; on the contrary, he continued to imagine
that “erotic idealization...summons us to the transfiguration of man.”?’
But whether those of his followers who were attracted simply to
the feminine archetype and the promise of access to deeper symbols
existing in the Unconditional were themselves capable of recognizing
the ambiguous nature of Sophia and the danger of mistaking their own
will for God's will, is a question that can be answered by a closer
investigation of the poetry that is devoted to that image. There is
certainly the possibility that it was precisely the tension between the

ideal and the human that was itself of interest to those who saw in

Sophia a kind of hope concerning the fate of man.

THE SOPHIOLOGICAL POETRY OF VLADIMIR SOLOV’EV

Solov’ev’s poetry, by and large, is more thematically consistent
than it is well-crafted; in hindsight, Solov’ev was certainly more of a
philosopher than a poet, but it is likely that Blok's appreciation of
Solov’ev stems more from his reading of the latter's poetry, especially
“I'pm ceuganua”, than of his more systematic and more abstract writings.

Blok himself admits his preference for the poetry:

Ecry Ba. ConoBbeB 1 €ro cruxu — eIMHCTBEHHOE B CBOEM pOJe
omk pogerue, a ecthb «Coop. counn. B.C. ConopbeBa» —~ ckyka u
1npo3a.

" Tbid., 527.



20

[There is V1. Solov’ev and his poetry — a revelation unique
in its kind, but there is also the “Collected Works of V.S.
Soloviev” — boring and prosaic.]?®

In any case, we can assume that Solov’ev’s poetry, which does not in
any way really contradict the Sophiological aspects of his philosophy,
contains those images and ideas about the Eternal Feminine that were
eventually borrowed by Blok.

In his poetry, Solov’ev was more willing to describe Sophia, or at
least his vision of her. This poetic struggle to describe the ineffable, to
ground the abstract, is perhaps responsible for introducing enough of a
distortion into the very conception of Sophia, that both Solov’ev and
Blok at a certain point have mistaken some lesser image of Sophia for
the original embodiment of Divine Wisdom.*

It is understandable, of course, that the need to manipulate

images within poetic language might in some way inadvertently modify

2 See Blok's letter to E.P. Ivanov on 15 June (0.s.), 1904, in Blok,
Sobranie socinenij v sesti tomax, VI, 65. Quoted in Samuel Cioran, Viadimir
Solov’ev and the Knighthood of the Divine Sophia (Waterloo, Ontario: Wilfrid
Laurier University Press, 1977), 93.

2 The poet Andrej Belyj, whose use of the Solove'vian doctrine we are
not considering here, was apparently more willing to engage the
philosophical writings than his eventual friend and rival, Blok.

%This, again, parallels the problem that beset Christianity, emerging as
it did from Judaism, a religion whose god was invisible and thus could not be
represented. The clash between icon and idol is suggestive of the problem
confronting Solov’ev in attempting to present the ineffable as desirable.
Though we have no definite knowledge of Solov’ev’s earliest awareness of
iconography, he certainly was well aware of the history of Orthodoxy, and his
philosophy may have been in some way informed by the theological dispute
at the center of the iconoclastic controversy.
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an idea (i.e. Sophia) which is by definition abstract, being as it is a part
of a highly speculative system of cosmogonic and eschatological
thought. By definition, after all, the ineffable cannot be expressed
directly, and therefore any description will have to be limited by
language itself. Since full justice can never be given to the articulation
of the ineffable object’s true contours, such limitation must always yield
an inadequate and untrue description. This is less of a problem if the
limitations of language are always borne in mind.

However, failure from the outset to be aware that the limitations
of language are bound to introduce perceptual distortions might in turn
lead to a situation in which this “corrupted” image comes to be placed at
the center of the system, displacing the idea represented by the image
and thereby affecting the validity of dependent speculation.

Much of Solov’ev’s poetry, especially the earlier works, takes the
form of an address to some unspecified Thou (that is, the second person
singular personal pronoun in Russian, th). The antecedent to this ¢y
does not seem at all to be invariant from poem to poem, insofar as in
some cases this Other is being chastised, while in other it is being
lauded. Except on those occasions when Solov’ev deigns to name his

interlocutor, as in the poem entitled “To My Double”, our only clues as
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to the identity of this entity lie in grammatical gender and in similarity
of descriptive features.

Solov’ev is not shy about addressing this Other from the very
outset, not unlike an invocation, as is evident from the first lines of
some of the poems under consideration: «O xak B Tebe Jlasypu YUCTOM
MHOro», «bensiii apyr! ucromun tebs nyTh», «MUnbA ApYT, Wb mel HE
uvib>» and so on. This very practice is also followed to no small degree
by Blok, especially in those poems which are clearly derivative of
Solov’evian Sophiology.

At the same time as he is direct in his address, seemingly on
familiar terms with the addressee (the use of the familiar pronoun
suggests this), the poet also locates Her®! in a more or less cosmic
setting. The images, the forces, the vectors are grandiose, celestial if not

otherworldly:

O kak B Te0e Jlasypu YMCTOM MHOI'O
M uepHbIX, yepHbIX TYyY!
Kak scHo max tobon cuser ordieck bora,
Kak 3moi oronn B Tebe TOMUTENIEH U 2KIYY.

31 At this point, to avoid ‘laborious periphrasis’, I shall refer to both the
Solov’evian and Blokian images of Sophia and her various hypostases as
“Her” without further qualification, unless it is necessary in the given context
to differentiate further. A difficulty that exists in English that is less
problematic in Russian is that gender is difficult to infer from pronominal
constructions without antecedent or explicit gender reference. The reader will
thus have to take on faith that the recipient of both Solov’ev’s and Blok's
addresses is usually, in the poems under consideration, a Feminine entity.
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M kak B TBOel Ayllle C HEBUAMMON BPaxIOI0
/IBe cubl BEYHble TaMHCTBEHHO COLLLUCH,
W renn aByX MMpOB, HECTPOMHOIO TOJIIOIO

TecHsacy x Tebe, NMPUIYIJIMBO CIUIEJIACh.
[1884; VS, 31.]

The imagery of these opening stanzas, in fact, is somewhat
typical of a Solov’evian lyric: the dark, almost German Romantic clouds
with the imaginable sunburst; the sense of impending storm or conflict
between opposed natural forces; and especially the Divine Feminine
cloaked in “pure azure.”?

The dualism asserted to exist in Solov’ev’s worldview is quite
evident in this lyric: the “two eternal forces”; the “shades of two worlds”;
the “reflection of God”; the visual contrast between the gleaming azure
and the black clouds (both within the same ‘“Thou’). These oppositions

constitute an expression in poetic terms of Solov’ev’s ideas about the

relation of the world to God:

Solovyov is keenly aware that the world in its actual state
is fallen away from God and therefore broken up into
separate and hostile parts — and this constitutes the
essence of evil.*®

% This pervasive use of azure by Solov’ev is noted by Fiene, as well, who
attributes it to the color used in early Russian icons. However, it is more
likely that this attribute was found by Solov’ev in his study of gnosticism and
occult systems derived therefrom. Of course, we have no real reason to doubt
that this is the color that Solov’ev “saw” in his vision of Sophia, regardless of
its symbolic or archetypal value.

3 A Solovyov Anthology, 11.
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Evil, here, is linked to fire (351011 oronn), and what is more, this evil fire,
this “fire of hostile elements,” is located squarely within the Other.
Without recourse to the rest of Solov’ev’s poetry, the nature or identity
of Thou would remain a mystery, for within the terms of the poem
alone, it can only be inferred that the personification to whom the
narrator is speaking represents some manifestation of'natural and
supernatural forces, onto which Solov’ev is projecting a conflict.

The metaphors used to present both the conflict and its resolution
rely heavily upon nature imagery, and involve a depiction of Nature as
a space animated by unseen forces. The thunderclap of the sacred word
(which we should perhaps read as logos, here) releases the pent-up
forces and precipitates a purifying torrent upon the “devastated vale”,
which not only puts out the hostile fire, but uncovers the brilliance of

heaven, which in turn illuminates earth:

N Tyua uépHas MOryuMmu CTpyavMu
[IpopBercst BcA B OMYCTOLIEHHBIA A0

Thus an almost cosmic battle of elemental forces is seen by
Solov’ev in the passing of a thunderstorm: this elevation of the natural
into the supernatural, this perception of immanence within the
mundane, eventually forms the basis for Russian Symbolist poetics. As

Renato Poggioli points out in his chapter on Symbolism,
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Solov’ev held the revelations of poetry to be both possible
and necessary precisely because he believed that our
perceptions of the physical world, even if only as dim
reflections in a dark mirror, foreshadow a higher spiritual
reality which we could not reach merely by means of our
senses or our thoughts...It is evident that such a mystical
and poetic doctrine implied the use of that vague device
which many others, before and after him, defined by the
term “symbol,” even though Solov’ev hardly used that
word.*

The contrast between, in its simplest terms, lighf and darkness is
almost obsessively repeated in Solov’ev’s poetry. This is often expressed
by means of reference to the sun, although darkness, which was created
by the clouds in the poem discussed above, is sometimes simply a
consequence of night, i.e. the absence or setting of the sun. In a poem

written in 1887, we find, for example, the lines,

HOTyCKHGJT, Joporasd, 3aKkaT

Bcé, kpyxkach, uciesaer BO M€,
HenoBrKHO JIMIIL COJIHIE JIOOBU.
[1887; VS, 53.]

This poem is likewise devoted to an Other, but in this case, at
least the gender of the object of that dedication is explicit. For although
the first two words of the poem, “beansiii apyr”, are of masculine gender

(the word for ‘friend’, derived from the word for ‘other’, being neutral

% Renato Poggioli, Poets of Russia (Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press, 1970), 124.
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with respect to sex), the substantive “1oporas”, ‘dear one’, reveals that
Solov’ev is directing his poem toward a female.

Solov’ev seems, in these two poems, to be undercutting the pure
image of the Other's natural radiance, as if to suggest that there is an
unwanted obscuration of an image which he intuitively realizes is
divine or eternal. In “O xak B Tebe nasypu..”, two great-and opposed
forces have been merged, there is “unseen hostility” within the very
soul of the person being addressed, and the “brilliance of the heavenly
vault” is only uncovered after it has been washed in light released by
the sacred word. Similarly, in “beaubiii apyr..”, the Tol of the poem is
haggard and dark, as if She has gone through some ordeal (about which
Solov’ev declines to ask) and the sunset is tarnished. “Death and time
rule on earth,” but apparently this feminine Other is above them,
implying she is at least to some extent divine.

Thus there seem to be a number of presumptions on the part of
the poet, namely that (1) this Other is transcendent yet susceptible to
corruption and other human attributes (e.g. haggardness, exhaustion,
hostility, secretiveness, and even evil); (2) he is aware (through
intuition) of her true nature; and (3) it is permissible for him to declare

his love for Her.
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There does not appear to be anything particularly erotic in this,
and in fact it would seem that Solov’ev’s devotion, if we may call it such,
is simply that: the declaration of piety by one who understands the true
and divine nature of his Beloved. Nevertheless, there is something
about the denied suspiciousness in the second stanza of “bejuwiii apyr..”
that shifts our perception of the relationship between speaker and

spoken-to, so that it appears all-too-human:

['1e Obla M oTKyJAa WUAEILID,
beaubin apyr, He cnpouly s, Juo0s;

Precisely this familiarity, which has the effect of immediately reducing
the distance between Solov’ev and the Other (perhaps as a wish on his
part), hints that there is already some sort of distortion in the
perception of this Being, especially in light of the imagery of mixture
and contamination. What is not clear, however, is whether the poet's
inability to perceive the Eternal Feminine in her pure radiant state,
without admixture or reflection, is a consequence of actual
contamination of the object (in which case we are obliged to question
the divine nature of this Other), or contamination of the subject
(projection; in which case we must question the validity of Solov’ev’s

“vision”). This epistemological problem, unfortunately, does not remain
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located entirely in Solov’ev; rather, it embeds in itself the eventual

downfall of Symbolism itself:

In brief, modern Symbolism leads to one of two blind alleys,
intellectualism or irrationalism. The second alternative is
the more frequent. By being made a vessel of the irrational,
the symbol turns into a microcosm reflecting another
microcosm, thus becoming something not too different from
what Freud means by that very word: a symptom of
spiritual trouble and psychic disorder, the distorted mirror
of the artist's neurosis, of the poet's narcissism.*

Without going further, for the time being, into the psychology of a
poetics that is focused on the Idealized Feminine, suffice it to say that
the trap referred to by Poggioli is already being subtly and most likely
unconsciously laid in these two early and seemingly simple poems by
Solov’ev. It should be stated here that locating this distortion in the
subject, i.e. the poet's “neurosis,” rather than in the object may merely
be a consequence of a psychological (as opposed to, say, a theological)
viewpoint. There is no guarantee that the object seen in that mirror is
not, in fact, corrupt or distorted as well.

From a poem written in 1885, it would appear that Solov’ev
himself places the responsibility for the inadequacy of the
correspondence between poet and Divine Inspiration squarely on the
poet, absolving the source of that inspiration completely. In this case,

he is careful not to address his poem to Thi; rather he uses (without

% Poggioli, 141.
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antecedent) the third person singular pronoun oH, but it is not terribly

difficult to read this displaced “he” as the poet, either in particular or as
a symbol for a particular problem faced by any poet in seeking to obtain
inspiration. In any case, we again see images of corruption, this time in

the form of deception and disillusionment:

Bocropr aymm pacyérimBeIM 0OMaHOM
W peunio pabckoio - KMBOM A3BIK OOrOB,
CBATHHIO My3 — LIyMAIIMM OaJlaraHoM
On 3ameHnT 1 OOMaHyJl IJIYMIOB.

Korza ke cam, pasdouT, pasodyapoBaH,
Tockys, BCNOMHUII OH CBATYIO KpacoTy,
beccunbHbI yM, K 3eMHOM TbUIM NMPUKOBAH,
HanpacHo npusbiBaji HETJIEHHYIO MEUTY.
[1885; VS, 40.]

Whether or not Solov’ev is here castigating some other poet or, as
is more likely, himself for in some sense not being equal to the moral
challenge of transcribing without corruption the “living language of the
gods” (plural!), is not as important as the poet's stance with respect to
this dimly perceived ghost (npuspak). Perhaps all poets at some time or
another complain within their verse of the failure of language, or more
drastically, their personal failure to “attend to the Muse,” but in this
poem, Solov’ev seems to be even more pessimistic than one might
expect about the possibility of putting “into lamenting verse” the

“captivating sounds of former love.” The final lines
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He nomusanmce xochelonme pyku,
M Oneassin npuspak TMXO OTJIETE.

reveal the quite tenuous nature of that which the poet is attempting to
capture for his poetry. The failure to execute an appropriate gesture of
praise is enough to cause (or permit) the “pale ghost” to fly away, as if
some magical ritual had been improperly performed, thus losing forever
the desired magical effect.

This image of the pale ghost flying away, birdlike (which in
Solov’evian terms must be an image of Sophia or some manifestation of
Her), is a symbol of the fleeting grasp of “daylight” or ordinary
consciousness upon some other form of consciousness which resides in
another, mythical realm. It is reminiscent, in fact, of Eros flying away
from Psyche (in Apuleius’ version of the tale, at any rate)*® when the
latter violates the former's interdiction to look at him in the light. In
this myth, something divine is lost by some negligence or improper
behavior. Now, without claiming any universality for this problematic

of the artistic endeavor to understand that which is perhaps

% The Golden Ass of Lucius Apuleius, translated by Robert Graves. (New
York: Farrar Straus and Cudahy, 1951). While the story of Eros and Psyche
is not, on its surface at least, concerned with the relationship between the
artist and the source of inspiration, but rather is a mythological allegory
about the soul's need for (erotic) desire, nevertheless there is the suggestion
that subjecting the mystical (Eros) to rational or worldly consciousness
(symbolized by the lamp that is lit by Psyche to illuminate the face of Eros as
he slept) in fact stains or contaminates the truth of that vision (it is hot oil
from Psyche's lamp that burns Eros on the wing, causing him to wake up and
fly away).
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incomprehensible,” it is nevertheless additional evidence that the
perception of the divine (as source) is sometimes recognized by the
artist himself as being in jeopardy because of his inadequacy to
properly propitiate or interpret that source.

This is not, then, a problem unique to Symbolism, or to
Solov’evian theosophy, namely that the poet is obligated, by virtue of
his sensitivity or awareness, to express the nature of his vision of the
divine Other in human terms, which by its very accomplishment would
obliterate or lose that which it seeks to bring into this world. But a
more particular characteristic of the Solov’evian circle is the location of
this mystical object in the idealized Eternal Feminine.

This vision of the Eternal Feminine, as we have seen, is unstable
within the Solov’evian context, or rather, Solov’ev seems in places to be
regarding the nersiennasa Sophia as the object of his attentions, while in
others it is a more earth-bound or conditional feminine likeness. This is

not to suggest that Solov’ev himself is unaware of the difference

3" Interesting in this regard is the plight of Sophia herself, according to
the Valentinian speculation, with which Solov’ev was familiar as the basic
system of Gnosticism. Consider the following passage from Jonas: “That
passion had originated and spread from the vicinity of the Mind and Truth
but now infected the Sophia and broke out in her so that she went out of her
mind, pretendedly from love, actually from folly or presumption, since she
had no such community with the Father as the Only-Begotten Mind...The
passion was a search for the father, for she strove to comprehend his
greatness. This, however, she failed to achieve, because what she attempted
was impossible, and so she found herself in great agony. (The Gnostic
Religion, 182). See also Cioran, Knighthood, 22 ff.
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between Sophia and other hypostases, such as the World Soul. As

Cioran interprets this aspect of Sophiology,

Confusion has arisen over the identity of this World Soul.
She is often confused with Sophia or the Divine Wisdom of
God, but in fact she represents the opposite of Sophia. Just
as Sophia is divine, immovable, fixed and eternal, the
World-Soul is extra-divine, and subject to the conditions of
time and space.

...in the same way that in his Divine Wisdom God created
the world out of the extra-divine in order to return it to his
oneness, so also the World Soul is created in the image of
Sophia, as the prototypic Wisdom of God. It is absolutely
necessary that the World Soul be conceived of as a freely
operating spirit in the extra-divine world, just as God is in
the divine. Consequently, the World Soul is essentially a
dualistic spirit [italics mine], one that can exist outside of
God's oneness, or within it.®

So from the outset, there is embedded within the very conceptualization
of Sophia the possibility for confusion. If Solov’ev himself must devote a
good deal of poetry to maintaining a clear distinction between the two
visions, one worldly, the other other-worldly, and if even he can never
achieve the confidence that he has succeeded in glorifying the true
Sophia, how can we expect the second-generation Symbolists, who
borrowed Solov’ev’s notion of the Eternal Feminine but without also
appropriating the requisite philosophical discipline for defining Her,
not to perpetuate and perhaps magnify the potential for confusion that

Solov’ev pointed to?

3 Cioran, 24.
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For Solov’ev, the problem remains one of maintaining faith in his
vision of Sophia in spite of the realization that he is often unsure
whether the image of the feminine that presents itself to him is indeed
divine and absolute. In a fairly simple poem from 1892, Solov’ev
contrasts his own lack of belief in the physical or intimate evidence of
his “kind friend”, which he affiliates with a curious lack of belief in his
own substance or reality, to his persistent faith in an abstract entity

whose form is nothing less than cosmic beauty:

Museiii apyr, He BeplO 51 HUCKOJILKO
He crosam TBOMM, HM 4yBCTBaM, HU IJia3aM,
W cebe we Bepio, BEpIO TOJILKO
B BhicOTE CusIONIMM 3BE3JaM.

OTH 3BE316I MHE CTE3EI0 MJICYHOM
Hacpinaior BepHbie MeuThbl
W pacrar B nycreiHe OECKOHEUHOM
/It MeHs1 He3JeIHUe LBETHL

1 mex Tex LBETOB, B TOM BEYHOM JIETe,
CepeOpoM nasypHbiM 00.JATa,
Kak npekpacHa Thl, 1 B 3BE3JHOM CBETe
Kak moboBs coboana v uucral
[1892; VS, 77.]

Solov’ev does not seem to be contrasting physical reality or the
material world with an uncreated other world; rather, the other world,
despite its mystical nature, seems also to possess physical

characteristics. So while “unearthly flowers” may grow in an “endless
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desert,” and while dreams are sent from the stars, nevertheless the
Milky Way and the desert are presented as actual places, regardless of
how distant or abstract. Only that which is objective (“the shining stars
on high”; i.e. the abstraction of physical relationships) is believable,

» «

while that which is specifically Auman, namely “eyes,” “words,”
“feelings,” even the Self, possesses no veracity. Thus Solov’ev’s personal
vision of his “kind friend” must itself be subjected to a check that
validates only that which is in some sense unknowable, distant,
abstract, unattainable. It is the beauty of timelessness and endlessness,
which is merely hinted at by the apparent limitlessness of the cosmos,
that is for Solov’ev the proof of divine love. And this love, according to
his essay “Cmpbicn moOBu,” is a characteristic of Sophia apart from the

incarnate nature of the vision Solov’ev is addressing, which is

untrustworthy:

WMcruna, kax KuBas Cujla, OBJAaJeBaollas BHYTPEHHUM CYIIECTBOM
yesioBeka M JEHCTBUTE/ILHO BHIBOJAIIAS €r0 M3 JIOXKHOI'O
caMOYTBep2K IeH!sl, Has3biBaercs JmoOoBbio. JI10OOBL OoJbIe, Yem
pasyMHOE yMpa3JiHEHUEe OrousMa, ecTh JeMCTBUTEJIbHOE OIpaBiaHue
U Criacenye VHAVBUAYaJbHOCTH.

[Truth as a living power taking possession of man's inner
being and really saving him from false self-affirmation is
called love. Love as the actual abolition of egoism is the real
justification and salvation of individuality.]*

V. Solov’ev, Sodinenij v dvux tomax (Moscow: Mysl’, 1988), vol. I, 505.
English translation from A Solovyov Anthology, 157.
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Are we reading too much into Solov’ev’s insistence upon locating
love as far away from himself as possible if we claim that perhaps it is
the anxieties that are provoked both within and by the physical body
that cause him to distrust it? Admittedly, unlike many Neoplatonists,
Solov’ev is not, intellectually at least, opposed in principle to
physicality, even in the form of sexuality. His rationale, as put forth in
his essay “Kpacora B npupoze”, is that man is destined to become, while
still remaining man, a “higher organism,” which can of course only

occur by reproduction of the species:

CaiezoBaTesibHO, CMBICTA TIOJIOBOM AvpdepeHumranm (1 monoson
MO0BYM) ClelyeT UCKATh HUKAaK He B Mjee pPOJOBOM KM3HA U e
PasMHOKEHUH, & JIMIIL B K€€ BHICIIEro OpraHuma.

[Hence, the meaning of sexual differentiation (and,
consequently, of sexual love) must be sought for not in the
idea of generic life and its reproduction, but only in the idea
of a higher organism.]*

He calls, naturally, for abolition of the ego as a precondition for
love, a religious idea that is certainly not unique to Solov’ev. Yet his
poetry, which concerns itself by and large with establishing both the
reality and the desirability of the Eternal Feminine as that which will

draw man toward his own perfection, oscillates between a concept of

40 Solovev, Sodinenij, vol. I, 493. English translation, A Solovyov
Anthology, 150.
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Sophia as transcendent and abstract, on the one hand, and as capable
of provoking untrustworthy, perhaps erotic, responses on the other.

Consequent to the definition of beauty in “Kpacora B npupoze” as
“the transfiguration of matter through the incarnation in it of another,
a super-material principle,” sexuality must be abstracted from its

physical basis:

Ora necHs ectb npeodpaXeHue TNMoJIOBOr0 MHCTMHKTA,

0CBODOXK IEHEe €ro OT Ipydboro ¢usMoJiornieckoro gakra — To
€CTb 2KMBOTHbIF MNOJIOBOM MHCTHMHKT, BOIJIOMIAIONIMK B ceDe udeto
100 6U.

[It is necessary] for the nightingale's song to be an
expression of sexual attraction partly transmuted into an
objective auditory form. That song is the transfiguration of
the sexual instinct, its liberation from the crude
physiological fact [italics mine] — it is the animal sex
instinct embodying in itself the idea of love.*!

Implicit in this definition is that physicality itself, apart from its
symbolic value (as the nightingale's song with its beautiful harmonics is
rescued from its primal purpose as a mating call), is crude, even ugly.

As Solov’ev states quite explicitly later in the same essay,

Kocvmuuecknii Xy 102KHAK 3HAET, YTO OCHOBA 2KMBOTHOIO TeJa
Oe300pasHa, ¥ crapaeTcd BCAYECKU TPUKPHIThL M NMPUKPACUTDH €€,
Ero ues ne B TOM, 4TOOB YHUYTOXKUTL WA YCTPaHUTh
OesoOpasue, a B TOM, 4TOOBI OHH CaMO CHayasia oOJeKJI0Ch
KpacoTolo, a NMOTOM U npespaTtuioch B kpacory. I[looromy ou
TAMHBIMA BHYIIEHUAMM, KOTOpblE Mbl Ha3biBAEM WHCTUHKTOM,

“ Solov’ev, Soéinenij, vol. I, 359. Translation in A Solovyov Anthology,
129.
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noOykKJaer caMux KUBOTHBIX M3 COOCTBEHHOHM WX IJIOTHM UM KPOBU
CO31aBaTh BCAKKE KpPacuBble ODOJIOYKH.

[The cosmic artist knows that the basis of the animal body
is ugly [italics mine] and tries in every way to cover it up
and adorn it. His purpose is not to destroy or thrust aside
the ugliness, but to make it, first, clothe itself in beauty
and, finally, transform itself into beauty. Therefore by
means of secret suggestions which we call instinct he
incites the creatures to make out of their own flesh and
blood all kinds of beautiful coverings...]** -

The assumption that the animal body beneath its sexual
adornment is ugly clearly does not admit of any relativism for Solov’ev,
who denies any view of the organic and purely functional other than
one which holds that it possesses no capacity for attractiveness, at least
without some sort of transforming energy. Thus the same mind that
assigns virtually absolute beauty to the celestial cosmos (the
macrocosmic) cannot seem to translate that perception of divine pattern
to the organic, the sexual, the meso- or microcosmic — perhaps even the
pathological, which is, after all, merely the organic stripped of its
productivity, or at least of its purpose.

It would seem that Solov’ev is here furtively subscribing to a
dualistic, pessimistic attitude toward the body, while at the same time
espousing a spiritualized Darwinian optimism about genetic

combination. Looked at another way, certain physical images are held

“2 Sodinenij, vol. I, 383. Translation from A Solovyov Anthology, 136.
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to be capable of intimating the divine (e.g. the celestial, “silver”,
“azure”, the desert, etc.), while physical entities at another level,
particularly the mesocosmic, are esthetically problematic because they
entail sexuality and animality. Thus it would make sense that any
image of Sophia which provoked in Solov’ev any sort of erotic attraction
would be suspect and untrustworthy.

This analysis, however, still locates the problem of
“contamination” of Sophia in some dark area of Solov’ev’s own
consciousness — a “blind spot”, where he cannot see that he is projecting
personal repulsion by intimate sexuality upon an image that he takes a
priori to be divine. Nowhere does this analysis agree with Solov’ev’s
own veiled, and certainly unspoken, hypothesis that Sophia Herself, at

least in her apparent form, might be evil:

[Ipyposaa xpacora yxe 00Jiekja MUP CBOMM Jiyue3apHbiM
MOKpbIBAJIOM, 0€300pasHblii XaoC OECCHUJIBHO IEBEJIMTCA MO/
CTPOVMHBIM 00pa3oM KOCMOCA M He MOXKeT cOpPOCUTh ero ¢ cebsA HU
B OecrpeesibHOM NMPOCTOpe HEOECHBIX CBETWJI, HU B TECHOM Kpyre
3eMHbIX opranusmoB. He 1osixHO Ji1 Hallle MCKYCCTBO 3a0OTHUTHCA
TOJILKO O TOM, 4T0Obl 00JIeub B KpacoTy OAHU YeJIOBeuecKHe
OTHOILIEHUS, BOIJIOTUTL B ONIYTUTEJILHBIX 0Opa3axX WCTUHHBIN
CMBICIT yesioBeueckor xkusuu? Ho B npupose TeMHbie CHIbI TOJIBKO
no0ex/1eHbl, a He yOexk/eHbl BCEMUPHBIM CMBICJIOM, camas ‘Ta
nobeja ecTb MOBEPXHOCTHAS M HEMOJHAsA, M KpacoTa NMpUPOJbl eCTh
MMEHHO TOJILKO MOKPHIBAJIO, HAOPOIIEHHOE HA 3JIYIO 2KW3Hb, a He
npeoOpazkeHye TOW 2KM3HU.

[Natural beauty has already clothed the world with its
radiant veil; formless chaos stirs uneasily under the



39

harmonious form of the cosmos, but cannot throw it off
either in the limitless expanse of heavenly bodies or in the
narrow range of earthly organisms. Should not art strive
merely to clothe in beauty human relations alone and
embody in sensible images the true meaning of human life?
But in nature dark forces are merely subdued, and not won
over by the universal reason; the victory is superficial and
incomplete, and the beauty of nature is merely a veil
thrown over the evil life and not the transfiguration of that
life.]*

Solov’ev himself thus informs us that natural be;auty is deceptive,
even a disguise taken on by manifest evil. Should Solov’ev’s
cosmological-theosophical formulation of this dilemma override for the
modern reader the tendency to prefer a psychologically based
interpretation of this ambivalence as a neurotic consequence of
Symbolism and its mirroring self-referentialty, as suggested by Poggioli
and to some extent, by Cioran? The question remains, how can we be
sure that it is not the object in our line of sight — assuming that object
to also have a will — that is deceiving us, rather than our own

?** which is distorting our perception

weakness, our own “chaotic desire
of the desirable? In a dualistic system such as Solov’ev’s, the answer to

this question remains almost impossible to resolve, since evil can exist

and operate independently and is itself a form of unknowing.

B«Obs&ij smysl iskusstva” in Solov’ev, Sofinenij, vol. I, 392. Translated
as “The Meaning of Art” in A Solovyov Anthology, 141.
4 Cioran, 24.
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Cioran quotes the “three principles which guide [Solov’ev’s]
poetry” from the introduction to the third edition of Cruxorsopenus
Bnauvmpa Cososbesa, which underscore Solov’ev’s awareness of the

potential for duplicity within his system, if not understood properly:

1) the transference of carnal animal-human relationships
into the superhuman realm is the greatest abomination and
the cause of final destruction (the flood, Sodom and
Gomorrha [sic], the “satanic depths” of recent times); 2) the
worship of feminine nature in itself, that is, the principle of
ambiguity and lack of differentiation is susceptible to
falsehood and evil no less than to truth and goodness, and
represents the greatest madness and major cause of the
degeneration and collapse which reigns at present; 3) there
is nothing in common with the former stupidity and the
latter abomination in the true worship of the eternal
feminine which has genuinely received the power of God for
all eternity and which has genuinely imbibed the plenitude
of goodness and truth, and through them the incorruptible
radiance of beauty.*

In this very same preface Solov’ev posits Anti-Sophia, who is the
deceptive likeness of Sophia. Her deceptiveness is characterized by
seductiveness, that is, she is taken for the real Sophia because of her
attractiveness. Solov’ev seems to be quite aware, then, of his own

shortcoming (or that of Man in general®), insofar as he knows he can

**Tbid., 62.

“The gender bias of pretty much all Sophiology cannot be discussed in
the present context, other than to remark that the underlying eros presumes
a heterosexual male libido with a feminine object, i.e. Sophiology is without
doubt a male myth. An undeveloped speculation of my own in this regard is
that, in purely psychoanalytic terms, the search for the idealized feminine
that forms the basis of Symbolist sophiological writing represents not, as
might easily be assumed, a desire for the untouchable (because of the incest
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never tell, because there is no absolute external reference point which
he can grasp, whether his failure to “achieve his theosophical

47 is the result of

conception of a radiant and positive apocalypse
seduction (originating in the object) or projection (originating in the
subject).

Before we leave the discussion of Solov’ev’s theosophical poetry to
take up that of Blok's variations on the same theme, it is necessary to
point to one of Solov’ev’s later poems, “Ha Tom xe mecre” (1898), as
embodying, at least within the context of the rest of Solov’ev’s poetry,
an apparent resolution of his ambivalence toward the physical world
and the potential confusion between nature and Sophia.

In the first stanza of the poem, we are presented with a summary
of the problems that have plagued the attempt to stabilize the vision of

» &«

the true Sophia: “threatening passions,” “disturbing dreams,” “painful
anxieties,” as well as moments of weakness and succumbing to

temptation (possibly the temptation to be seduced by the worldly vision

of the Eternal Feminine, if not a more literal sexual temptation). Yet,

taboo) Mother, but rather a deflection of the libidinal compass toward the
untouchable mother as a displacement of the desire to know a forbidding or
aggressive monotheistic father.

Evidence for this is found within the Valentinian speculation itself, in
which Sophia develops a “passion” for the incomprehensible Father, the
Absolute, which causes her to try to “know” him. Because of this obsession, or
Passion, she ends up falling into an abyss, and is only rescued thanks to a
salvator referred to as Horos ('limit’).

7 Cioran, 63.
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the poem continues, during this period of temptation and anxiety, the
creative process (which can be interpreted either literally as Solov’ev’s
own creative powers within a period of personal crisis, or as that
teleological process by which mankind is led toward the Absolute) was
somehow kept alive. This in fact seems to be a reflective moment for the
poet observing the history of his battle with the forces of illusion, and
optimistically noting that his creativeness, which is symbolic of a more
universal creative force, was victorious.

Then, in the third and fourth stanzas, there appears to be a
significant shift in Solov’ev’s understanding of the divine, as if all of his
earlier, defensive reluctance to perceive the truly divine in the earthly
were no longer necessary: his need to locate the divine in a mysterious

other world is now claimed to be naive, youthful:

Braaprunia-semia! C ObBasibivM yMUJIEHLEM
W ¢ HeXHOCTHIO JIIOOBU CKJIOHAIOCH HaJ TOOOM.
Jlec apeBHuit ¥ peka 3ByyaT MHE IOHBIM TNEHLEM..
Bcé Beunoe ¥ B HMX OCTaJIOCA CO MHOM.

Jlpyromi Obu1, npaBja, JeHb, 0€300J1auHbd U SPKU,
C nebec Jmcsa NOTOK JIMKYIOIIMX JTyued,
U Bcioxy mex epeB 3amylIeHHOro napka
Mesbkajmi npu3paky 3aragouyHbIX OYer.
[1898; VS, 117.]

Here are the same “spirits” or “ghosts” that flew away from the

oet in “Bocropr ayum pacuéryiseiM oOMaHoM,” but now their
p



43

disappearance no longer seems to hold the same importance. The
somewhat ghastly “spectres of mysterious eyes” perceived “between the
trees of a neglected park” no longer portend, it would seem from the
tone of this poem, the same sort of mystical revelation that was once
deemed retrievable only from the Unearthly world. Earth herself
(Bnamumna-3emiis) is now addressed as divine, as representing true and
immortal beauty. The earth (as World Soul) takes her place next to the

sun (the Absolute), whose illumination she receives:

Bnasunua-semnal TBoA kpaca Her/ieHHa,
M ceernbii OoraThiph OECCMEPTEH M MOIYHY.

It cannot be said for certain whether this elevation of the earthly,
or rather, the Earth itself, is truly the result of a shift in Solov’ev’s
spiritual understanding, or merely a poetic attempt to rescue his own
creative oeuvre from failure by reorienting his philosophy. It would
seem, however, that since Solov’ev’s lifelong goal was to find a way of
mediating the dualistic split between spirit and matter, or in other
terms between the Divine Sophia and the problem of human desire,
perhaps this poem represents a culmination of that effort, a shift in the
position of the lens through which he was examining the problem. In
any case, what Solov’ev was apparently able to understand, even if it

required a reformulation of his own ideology, could not be easily
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transmitted to Blok and the other Symbolists, who were from the outset

enchanted by an image that I am claiming was that of Anti-Sophia.

BLOK'S VISION OF SOPHIA

It needs to be restated, here, that as Blok received Solov’ev’s
notions of Sophia, he was clearly intent on adapting this schema for his
own purposes. Unlike Solov’ev’s more philosophically oriented
followers,*® who chose to further interpret Sophia in a more or less
exegetical manner, Blok seems to have been interested only in the idea
of the eternal feminine; he admits that he “has nothing to say on the
theories of Solov’ev, on the metaphysics of Sophiology and apocalypse.”

Furthermore, Blok was all too sensitive to the problem of trying to

confine the [Ipekpachas sama to the realm of human discourse:

Ory cuny npuneciio ConosreBy To Hauano, koropeiM s aepsmy
BocxuTuThCs,— Beuno 2Kencrsennoe, Ho 2osopums 0 Hém —
sHayum nomepamsy Feo: [italics mine] Cogusa, Mapus,
BJIIOOJIEHHOCTb—BCE J0IMAThl, BCE HEBUAUMUE PACH...>

We can presume that it is not from intellectual indolence that
Blok does not study Solov’ev’s Sophiology more rigorously. Rather, it

would seem that Blok's lack of interest in metaphysics derives from an

‘8 Especially Sergej Bulgakov, Florenskij, Berdjaev, et alia.

49 Cioran, 100. .

0 etter to G.E. Culkov, 23 June 1905. In Aleksandr Blok, Sobranie
solinenij v Sesti tomax (Leningrad: 1983), VI. p. 80.
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intuition that, were he to discuss Sophia or the [Ipexpacnas sama in an
analytical fashion, he might destroy the idealization upon which the
image was based.

This is merely speculative, of course, but as we shall see in the
poetry, Blok's own faith in Sophia is somewhat unstable and
rationalized from the outset, as if his commitment to Solov’ev’s
articulation of the image was less than total. After all, Sophia's
radiance is presumably optimistic in nature, insofar as She represents
the possibility of Man's approximation toward divinity. By the time
Blok intercepts this image (c. 1900), which was more totally and
enthusiastically taken over by his Symbolist compatriots Belyj and
Culkov, there is already less historical reason for optimism, and Blok
was at any rate not an optimistic person.®

Cioran attributes Blok's unwillingness to subject his version of
the Divine Feminine to any type of skepticism to a recognition that to
do so would be to equate the Divine Feminine with Astarte,” or in

Solov’evian terminology, Sophia with the World-Soul:

51 Avril Pyman puts it aptly in the introduction to her selection of Blok's
poems: “Blok valued passion and revolution both because they burnt away
many evil, choking things and because of an inborn tendency to
self-destruction.” Alexander Blok: Selected Poems (Oxford: Pergamon Press,
1972), 29.

52 Astarte, a lunar goddess of Phoenician cosmogonic mythology, was one
such hypostasis, whose name was apparently first introduced into the
Symbolist imagination of Sophia by Andrey Belyj.
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Astarte is both the physically and spiritually seductive
imitation of Her in the earthly sphere, and although the
two are often confused, it should be made clear that the
Radiant Mistress is eternal and unconditional whereas
Astarte is temporal and conditional...Once again, faced with
the dilemma of theorizing the differences between the two,
Blok takes refuge in an intuitive awareness of their
opposition...Blok appears caught between “mysticism” and
“scepticism.” A wholehearted espousal of the former would
deny the nature of Astarte; the latter alone would logically
support only Astarte; and any “mystical scepticism” (that
compromising and ambivalent synthesis so distasteful to
Blok) would make Her and Astarte one. This is, of course,
what Blok wants to deny, but his only means of
rationalizing his intuitive mysticism invariably demands a
certain amount of logical scepticism. This is the dilemma
from which he wishes to escape by simply not speculating
on Her nature and function at all.”

Blok's skeptical nature is confirmed by Avril Pyman:

Blok believed in the objective reality of other worlds. Yet,
because this was a real belief, healthily rooted in a life-long
love of Plato and in a sober and severe understanding of the
nature of religion, he was free to fight the poisons of
symbolism, the cloudy emanations of decadent mysticism,;
free to look for his other worlds in the distorting mirror of
the everyday; free for just so long as he kept in mind that
the everyday was a distorting mirror.*

So the picture we can form of Blok is as a severe skeptic who was
nonetheless unwilling to challenge the veracity of his own image of the
“Radiant Mistress.” Whatever the true personal or philosophical

reasons for this reluctance, it can be asserted that this lack of vigilance

% Cioran, 128.
54 Alexander Blok: Selected Poems, 3.
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(or, perhaps, lack of introspection) is exactly what led to the ultimate
dissolution of the image and consequent loss of faith.

Blok seems to possess a foreboding of the consequences of the
ambiguity surrounding Sophia.” His insistence upon protecting the
intuitive aspect of his vision from skeptical inquiry does not prevent
him from recognizing the mutability of Her appearance. In a poem from
1901 whose epigraph is taken from Solov’ev, Blok attempts to articulate

how the image of Ts™ both presents itself and changes:

[Iperuyscryio Tebsa. ['oxa npoxoaar Mumo—
Bcé B obmmke oaHoM npeauyBcTBYIO TeOs.

Bech ropusoHT B orme, 1 0JIM3KO MOSBJIEHME,
Ho crpammo mue: mavenuis 00wk Thi,
[1901; ABSP No. 9, 63.]

Twilight is important to both Blok and Solov’ev, presumably

because it represents that region of mediation between the opposed

**For the sake of simplicity, I will generally use the designation “Sophia”
to refer to what Blok variously calls the “Beautiful Lady,” “Radiant Mistress,”
even “Stranger”, without attempting to establish any meaningful (for our
purposes) distinctions between the differently labeled entities. This is not to
suggest that Blok did not himself differentiate between these various
“manifestations” of Sophia, but it would nevertheless be extraordinarily
difficult to establish at any given point why Blok prefers one appellation to
another.

% Like Solov’ev, Blok does not always bother to identify the Tbl to whom
he is addressing his poems, but the Solov’evian inscription, along with the
imagery of sunset (recall the image from Solov’ev’s 1887 poem: “Iloryckhen,
Jioporas, 3akart”), make it clear we are to understand Thi as essentially the
same as Solov’ev’s.
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worlds of light and dark, intuition and rationality, as well as other
obvious dualities. It certainly designates a border between this and
another world, and within the context of this poem, the region where
Sophia's visage becomes manifest. The fire that Blok sees in this region
is both clear and terrifying, underscoring Blok's ambivalence about
approaching that realm. Is it the volatility of twilight's fire that
provokes in the poet feelings of suspicion, or is it rather his own

predilection toward skepticism?

W nepskoe Bo30yauiib 10j03peHue,
(CMeHMB B KOHLIE MPMBBIYHBIE YEPTHI.

O, kak najxy — ¥ IrOpecTHO, U HU3KO,
He onones cvepresbHbie MeuThi!

The use of the future tense (naxy) here is predictive: Blok seems to
be acutely aware even at this early point that he will not be able to
reconcile himself to his intuitive awareness of the other world (the
“deadly daydreams”) and simultaneously to the Her unstable
appearance. If we may stretch Blok's own metaphor a bit, perhaps he
envisions that he will fall into the abyss between his opposed
tendencies to faith and skepticism.

Blok's uncertainty about his own perceptions, as well as
regarding his own devotion to this Other, is expressed rather succinctly

in a poem from 1901:
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Tel — apyras, nemas, Oesymikas,
[Ipuraunnacey, Kosiyem B THUIIN.

Ho, Bo ut0 oOpatuiLca — He Bejao,
W we 3Haemn Th, OyAy JiM TBOH,

[1901;“bydem Oewv—u ceepuwumcsa seauroe” ABSP No. 11,
64.]

It is curious that Blok would accuse his interlocutor of practicing
witchcraft [konayems], or rather that he would interpret her lack of
responsiveness [HeMas] and her featurelessness [Oe3nukas] as
concealment and duplicitousness. In addition, he does not hide from
Her his own ambivalence. Evidently, this ambivalence is based not
simply upon uncertainty, but a deep-seated suspicion that this figure is
evil, a worker of black magic.’” No wonder his commitment to the
glorification of this Other is not stronger!

While the image of the Other is ambiguous, representing a
capacity for either inspiration or witchcraft, so is the persona of the
poet himself. In “/[orinky”, written in the same year, Blok addresses
not Sophia, but his own double. There are more-than-subtle indications
within the poem that the double shares some features with Solov’ev, or

perhaps even is Solov’ev. For example, the 1bl of this poem is called

7 Of the various types of magicians for which there is a separate word in
Russian, the komnuyH, usually translated ‘sorcerer’, is perhaps the most likely
to work a destructive form of magic. In English, this would mean something
equivalent to ‘black magician’.
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Oeansin apyr, one of Solov’ev’s more common vocatives for Sophia, yet
this same Tbl is also referred to as an “old man” (crapuk) who possesses a
“crazy laugh” (Gesymnbiii cvex).”® Indeed, Cioran infers a very close,

almost mystical relationship between Blok and Solov’ev:

As in his later articles, Blok also recalls the singular
influence of the “living image” of Solov’ev on him in terms
which are less restrained in this private correspondence
than in his public articles. It is not only the deep
impression of Solov’ev’s appearance on him that he wishes
to stress, but also the fact that in some inscrutable fashion
a bond was sealed between the two of them, even though
they did not know each other personally, that there took
place a mysterious recognition between the two.*

Though it is probably not even debatable whether we can discern
the spirit of Solov’ev in this poem, the use of the figure of the double in
any case functions as a device for entering into a dialogue with Blok's
own ambivalence, and Sophia is still at the center of it, forming

something of a triangle:

fl xnan rebs. A TeHp TBOsA MesbKasa
Bramm, B nonsAx, riae npoxoaua U 1,
['1e 1 oHa Koria-To OTbIXaJa,
['ze Tl B3ABIXAJIA O TayHAX OBITHA. . . .
[1901; “/Isormuxky”, ABSP No. 12, 65.]

8 Blok never actually met Solov’ev, and in fact saw him only once, at a
funeral. Nevertheless, Solov’ev’s laugh made a great impression on the
younger poet, as he tells Culkov in a letter of June 23, 1905: “.or0T C™MEX —
OJIMH U3 Heob xodumeriuux 3NeMEHTOB «COJIOBEBCTBA>», B YaCTHOCTH Bl
Conosrepa.” Other evidence that this poem is addressed to Solov’ev lies in the
fact that it was written in the year after his death.

% Cioran, 101.
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Blok here seems to be playing off of Solov’ev’s continual use of Thl
to address Sophia, except in this case, She is relegated to the third
person (oHa), while the second person pronoun is reserved for the
double/Solov’ev. Perhaps, in this stanza, there is actually also a fourth,
namely the double's shadow (renb), whose glimmering reminds us of
Solov’ev’s “ghosts”. Thus we have a problem of identities in this poem
that is as complex — intentionally so, it would seem — as the identity of
Sophia, whose various manifestations Blok wanted to avoid defining too
narrowly.

Unlike the other “doubles” of Russian literature, namely those we
might encounter in Gogol or Dostoevsky, the double of this poem does
not represent the projection onto the external world of an intrapsychic
split, but on the contrary, the introjection of an external Other into the
Self: Blok is claiming in the last lines that he has taken on Solov’ev’s

comprehension, literally merged with it:

Mue uu teds, HA Jen TBOUX HE HaJo,
Thl MHE CMEIIOH, Thl 2KaJIOK MHe, cTapuk!
Trom noaBur — Mo, — M MHe TBOs Harpaja:
be3ymHbI cMEX M cymacie i Kpuk!

This merger with the philosopher-poet presupposes that Solov'ev,
who is deceased at the time of the poem's composition (and therefore

has crossed into another world), has at last witnessed Sophia, her
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“attire, festive and marvelous” and the “strange spring flowers.” Blok
ponders what meaning he will find in the erotically charged “blood red
flowers” without his double, who is no longer capable of loving (ne
moos).

The geometry of the poem is thus the plane of dualism amplified
by a mirror: the dualistic Other World, where resides Sophia, and
where grow the flowers of inspiration, is now linked to (if not actually
equated with) the land of the dead, into which Solov’ev has passed.
Meanwhile, Solov’ev has an almost imperceptible shadow, while the two
individuals, Blok and Solov’ev, no longer retain separate identities,
once Solov’ev has “disappeared.” Perhaps, then, it is the very absurdity
of this mirroring confusion, in which a mystical bond (between Solov’ev
and Blok) permits a transfer of comprehension from one world to
another, that causes Blok and his merged familiar Solov’ev to indulge
their common “crazy laugh and insane shout.”

The image of a double in Blok's poetry is not always linked with
Solov’ev, at least so explicitly. As Pyman points out in the note

accompanying “/Isorinuky” in her selection of Blok's poems,

From now on [1901] the double is a constant theme of his
poetry. Sometimes it is broken into the recurring themes of
Pierrot and Harlequin, of monk and knight-errant.®

 Alexander Blok: Selected Poems, 198.
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The theme of the double in the form of the “monk and
knight-errant” can be viewed as a purposely exaggerated transposition
of the inherent paradox of the artist needing to be both devout and
passive, on the one hand, and heroic and egocentric on the other. This
paradox, as mentioned earlier, is virtually irresolvable so long as the
poet maintains an idealization of the Other World as a source of
inspiration or illumination.

In this particular case, the images represent a certain objectivity,
at least to the extent they can be mocked: the monk becomes the
epitome of “false sanctity,” while the Romantic knight-errant can be
reduced to a “fancy-dress knight, a ridiculous figure with a cardboard
sword.”®! The self-mocking attitude, presumably, would be accompanied
by the laughter mentioned in the last stanza of “/Isorinuky”; that is,
while Blok is the inheritor of a vision of the Idealized Feminine whose
truth he seemingly cannot deny, he nevertheless does not appear to
possess the sort of character that would enable him to be as faithful to
that vision as might be required.

It is thus conceivable that at this point we are already witnessing
a certain dissatisfaction with the neo-Romantic sensibility, as evidenced

by a poem of 1902 in which the poet sets off upon a quest (accompanied

61Thid., 199.
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by the usual Solov’evian-Blokian-German romantic imagery of night,
the moon, rustling and shadows), only to encounter an invisible rider on
an imaginary white steed, laughing:
fl Bommest B HOUL — y3HAThH, TMOHATH
Jlanexun mopox, OJM3KUA PoMNoT,

HecymectByommx npuHATS,
[loBeputh B MHMMBIA KOHCKMH TOIOT.

W Bor, cbliimee 3B0H KOIIT,
M1 Oesbii KOHb KO MHE HECercl..
U crajio sAcHO, KTO MOJMUT
U wa nycrom cejiie cMeercs.
[1902; ABSP No. 15, 67.]

The laughter in this poem borders on mockery, as if the invisible
rider (again some sort of double?®?) were chastising the poet for his
naiveté, or at least the futility of his quest. This futility is underscored
by the word-for-word repetition of the first stanza as the last stanza:
the almost Sisyphean problem of seeking to maintain faith in the face of
absurdity.

This nearly cynical view of his own enterprise is pointed up even

more sharply in Blok's imagery of the laughing harlequin, who becomes

2Pyman cites Blok's friend, E.P. Ivanov: “In answer to my direct
question as to who it was who sat laughing in the empty saddle,
he...answered on a note of semi-interrogation: ‘Probably, Antichrist.”” The
figure of the Antichrist developed by Solov’ev warrants further investigation
in regard to the present discussion.
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an imagistic harbinger of Blok's ultimate failure or refusal to consider

the quest to know Sophia a realistic activity:

Tam nuuo ykpeisasi
B pasHouBeTHyio JI0XKb.
Ho B pyke ysnaBsasiu
Hensbexnyio apoxb.

Bocxuiennio He Beps,
C TeMHOTOI0 — OJMH —
Y 3aaymumBor aBepu
XoXoTal apJieKuH.
[ABSP No. 14, 66.]

This harlequin aspect of the poet expresses his growing distrust
in the possibility of the ecstatic experience. The boundary between
himself and ecstasy, represented by the “door of contemplation,” where
the harlequin stands laughing, is too difficult to pass over, and in any
case separates him only from a masquerade ball (Hasepxy — 3a crenoio
— / Wlyrosckonn mackapan). The harlequin also represents a form of
romantic irony, in which Blok's own philosophical position is undercut
by his disbelief.

Despite this internal conflict between the rational and irrational,
and despite Blok's willingness to concede his lack of preparation to
follow the path of Sophia, he does not totally lose sight of her. Whatever

besets his physical existence, he claims in his 1902 poem “Religio,” he
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will never be able to shut out the consciousness of the

Incomprehensible:

Mot rosnoc riyx, Mol BOJIOC Cel.
Yeprhl 10 yKaca HeJBUKHL
Co MHOW BCIO XKM3Hb — OJWH 3aBer:
3aser ciiyxenbs Henocruzknon.
[1902; “Religio”, ABSP No. 16, 67.]

At this point a shift has already occurred in Blok's consciousness
vis-a-vis the relationship between him and the image of the Eternal
Feminine which he took from Solov’ev. Although he persists in
maintaining Her reality, he has acknowledged Her inaccessibility, or at
least that he cannot seem to keep the image of Her pure and
untarnished. As a consequence, this Astarte version of Sophia®
(‘Astarte’ being here used as a convenient appellation for an eroticized
and thus describable variant of Sophia) begins to replace the more
abstract, distant and ineffable form of the goddess.

This shift in perception, which can be regarded either as a

consequence of Blok's frustration in trying to encounter an unseen,

% Blok, in his refusal to limit his vision of Sophia, condemns himself to
having to deal with other hypostases of her in his poetry and life. As for
Astarte functioning not unlike Sophia in the role of Queen of Heaven and
Creatrix, see Robert Graves and Raphael Patai, Hebrew Myths: The Book of
Genesis (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1964), 14, 27. There are suggestions that
the prohibitions in the Book of Deuteronomy against ritual prostitution (and
idolatry) that had been practiced by the Canaanites in fact were directed
against Astarte and related goddesses. Thus, perhaps Belyj's Astarte is even
on some mythological level identifiable with the prunikos (‘wWhore’) aspect of
Sophia that eventually dominates Blok's poetry.
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untouchable image or, on a more mythico-mystical level, as necessitated
by the dualism inherent in the system of Solov’ev’s articulation of the
nature of Sophia,* brings with it a change in the scenery against which
Sophia is imagined, as well.

She does not remain confined to the mysterious realm where the
interplay of cosmic forces is metaphorized by foreboding meteorological
and astronomical phenomena. The idealized mistiness through which
we are usually permitted to view Her (and which functions poetically
much as the placement of silk mesh over a camera lens to eliminate
imperfections in the subject) ceases to be so dense in Blok's later poetry,
so that as the vagueness that had been surrounding Sophia gradually
evaporates, She becomes more humanized, and therefore more

imperfect. In what amounts to a transitional image, the

% Let us remember that Solov’ev is hardly singularly responsible for the
development of sophia: not only is his imagery derived from Russian
iconography, German philosophy, and early Christian-era gnosticism, but
from medieval Kabbalism as well. Judith Kornblatt discusses the
androgynous aspect of Sophia as deriving from the conflation of “the male
Hokhmah and female Shekhinah.” (“Solov’ev’s Androgynous Sophia and the
Jewish Kabbalah”, 497). That this gender confusion was introduced by
Solov’ev, however, is evidence that there is something unclear about the
sexuality of Sophia from the very outset. Sex is of course dualistic by
definition; its non-dualistic resolution is either asexuality, or, for Solov’ev,
bisexuality: “For both Kabbalah and Solov’ev, the ideal is bisexual not
asexual” (Kornblatt, 492). Thus polyvalent sexuality, an attribute frequently
associated with prostitutes, becomes a significant characteristic of Sophia in
her materialized or eroticized aspect.
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Incomprehensible becomes the Invisible (HeBuaumka, literally ‘the unseen

one’ [f.]), but she now moves in a world that is half mystical, half urban:

Becesme B HOuHOM KaOake.
Hax ropozom cumss apivKa.
Ilox kpacHoit 3aperi Baasieke
['ynser B nossx Hesuamvika.
[1905; “Hesuimmvka” ABSS No. 600, 348.]

She is still perceptible in the usual fields, there is still a smoky
haze, there are in this first stanza allusions to twilight (or dawn) and
the distance. But the contrast provided by the saloon, the kabak,
prefigures the drawing down of the once-heavenly image into the world
of grubby men. The redness of the twilight sky is the color of blood, and
the nature of love itself is reduced from devotion to the divine, to

barroom melancholy:

Bam ciaako B3apxaTh O JioOBY,
Curienble, npoaaXKHbie TBApU?
Kto HeOo 3anaukajl B KpoBu?
KTo BbIBECHT KpacHbi oHapuk?

The ‘unseen’ quality of the feminine figure is ascribed in this
stanza as much to the inattention, or blindness, of the “cnernsle,
npojazxHeie TBapu” as to Her characteristic indescribability. Blok seems
at this point to be accusing Mankind, symbolized rather pejoratively as

a bunch of drunks,? for a worldliness that leaves it oblivious of the

% While this paper intentionally does not incorporate much of Blok's or
Solov’ev’s biographies for the sake of analysis, it should be noted that Blok's
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Unseen. This obliviousness is, in Blok's view, a choice rather than an
absolute condition, for man, unable to continually deal with the
demands of a spiritual calling (or, put another way, for the poet, unable
to deal with the impossible demand of putting into words that which
cannot be expressed), turns away from the divine and finds solace in
revelry and the camaraderie of avoidance. An apt metaphor for this
behavior is found in the choice of the prostitute, who makes no
demands for commitment to a relationship, over the wife, who stands

for the Eternal Obligation.

M nomurcs B Y4epHBIN NPUTOH
Bartara BecenbiX W NbsHBIX,
W kaxaeii Bo MIJly yBiieueH
Tonmnoi MpOCTUTYTOK PYMSAHBIX..

Bmemanach B 6€3ymMHYI0 1aBKY
C pacriecHyTor vaIed BUHA
Ha 3sepe barpsnom — 2Kena.

Another reading of the last lines above would have the capitalized
graffito “Xena” referring not to the wife, but to Woman, abstracted,

and, considering the lustfulness of the inscription (suggested by the

use of imagery of urban lowlife to symbolize the degradation of the
relationship of man to Sophia corresponds to an increasing frequenting of
Petersburg haunts by Blok in his actual life. For fuller discussion of Blok's
life, see Avril Pyman's The Life of Aleksandr Blok, especially vol. I, The
Distant Thunder: 1880-1908 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1979).
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name of the place, the "Crimson Beast"), probably inaccessible to those
within.

In a variation on almost exactly the same theme, Blok's much
more famous poem Hesnakomka (1906) finally brings npekpacras aamva —
the Unknown One, or the Stranger — into the human realm. She is,
paradoxically, at last visible, clearly in quasi-human form,% — one
hesitates to say it — incarnate. All the otherworldly imagery of
boundaries, of distance, even of the double, persists, but now those
images have been transposed into more local variants: the double is
seen now in the glass of wine raised by the drunken poet (1 kax b
Beuep Apyr eavncrsennbit / B Moém crakame orpaxén); the mystical moon is
now stupid and leering (beccmbiciienno kpuBuTca juck); the boundary
between this and the other world is represented as a window separating
the inside and the outside of a bar (/leuunii cran, menkamu cxpaueHHbid, B
TYMaHOM JIBU2KeTCs OKHe); Sophia's obscurity is now maintained by a dark

veil:

% Pyman points out that The Stranger is not simply the prostitute that
Blok's contemporaries thought she was; rather, she retains an unworldliness,
and this is because she is a succuba [a female demon that “visits men in their
sleep to torment their dreams and to engage in sexual relations.” (Matthew
Bunson, The Vampire Encyclopedia (New York: Crown Trade Paperbacks,
1993), 248] This vampiric aspect, nevertheless, is responsible for the
continuing drain on Blok's vision of the divine. In her same note, Pyman
states that this succuba “was a thing without substance...the Moon-Goddess,
shining with reflected splendour” (p. 219). This Goddess would have to be
related to Astarte.
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W crpanHoi OJIM30CTHIO 3aKOBAHHBIM,
CMOTpIO 32 TEMHYIO BYalib,
W Buxy Oeper ouyapoBaHHbIN
1 ouapoBaHHYIO JaJib.
[1906; “Hesnaxomka”, ABSP No. 40, 90.]

It is on the basis of the similarity of the imagery, albeit under
transformation, that we can assert that these later portrayals of the
Stranger are degraded (“shadow”, to use Jungian terminology) aspects
of the same Feminine archetype that we see in Blok's poetry of a few
years prior.®” This suggests that there is something like a process of
dilapidation that is affecting the image of Sophia, as if She were from
the first suffering from a disease whose manifestations lay dormant
until some critical immunological crisis, after which they begin to
appear increasingly and unabated.

This metaphor borrowed from immunopathology is perhaps not as
outrageous as it sounds. For Blok himself seems to feel that he is

suffering from a sort of incurable and terminal spiritual malaise.® In

5" The epistemological problem of calling any two distinctly named or
posited entities “the same” is not at issue here. Both Solov’ev and Blok are
fairly sloppy about the nomenclature and attributes of the Eternal Feminine,
so to call any of them “the same” as any of the others causes as many
problems as it solves. All that is being claimed for the present is that, qua
persona, the Stranger is not a new character within the narrative line of
Blok's oeuvre.

81t is a curious paradox that when it comes to psychological disease,
fault (since all evil must have a cause) is generally ascribed to the sufferer of
the disease, even if allowances are made for the convergence upon the
individual psyche of certain “external” circumstances (“trauma,” etc), while in
the case of so-called organic disease, we would not think of blaming the sick
person for the destruction wrought by tiny (i.e. invisible) pathoorganisms. In
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any case, he is enough of a believer in the ongoing deterioration of his
once idealized and hopeful image that his subsequent work capitulates
to the inevitable, the terminal.

We have no absolute proof, of course, that in the sequence of
poems under consideration the allusions and addresses to feminine
objects necessarily have anything to do with each other, and thus, one
might argue, what is being identified here as an inevitable and
continuing debasement of an originally holy image may actually not
represent any sort of progression at all. However, evidence from Blok's
letters and biography, testimony from his cohorts, the repetition in
these and similar poems from the same time of certain images (colors,
sunset, stars) and personae (harlequin, ghosts, a central feminine Tb1),
even formal lyrical qualities (four-line stanzas, hepto- or octosyllabic
lines, ABAB rhyme), all converge to indicate that Blok is perceiving

throughout, albeit with different lenses, essentially the same Being.*

the case of spiritual malaise, we do not seem to know whether to blame the
individual believer or the belief system to which he subscribes. Certainly in
Blok's case, he never imagined that the Sophia Prunikos was by its own
malformed dualist genetics a psychopathoorganism.

% Pyman points out (p. 28) that "The Most Beautiful Lady Herself" is
outside the chronology of Blok's development. While he felt Her as an
immanent presence all other themes faded in awe before Her Majesty...Yet in
his later work, particularly in the poems of the Third Volume, while She is
not always present as revelation, she is present as dogma. Occasionally, in
Blok's most tragic verses, the very desolation of Her absence seems to
underline his belief in Her objective existence."
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In two of his later poems, we see the Thl of the poem as first,
something of a sadomasochistic tease whom the poet finds repulsive,
and then as the restored Muse, toward whom Blok is still ambivalent,
although he is willing to acknowledge the role his own doubt has played
in defacing Her image.

In “Yunxkenve” (“Humiliation”), the literal scenario of the poem is a
dismal encounter with a prostitute in a (Petersburg) brothel. The
sunset, as symbol of the boundary between dark and light, is still
present, even in the first stanza, and again in the fifth and seventh,
signalling that the mise-en-scéne of the poem is not to be dealt with too
literally. There is, in this poem, at last sexual contact between the poet

and the Other, and the experience is anything but ecstatic:

B xénrom, 3uMHEM, OFPOMHOM 3aKaTe
Yronyna (rak nuinmo!) KpoBaTh...
Eimé recHo asmath or oObATUI,
Ho tbl cBuienn onars U ONATb...
[1911; “Yuuxenue”, ABSP No. 59, 120.]

Of course it could easily be argued that this poem is not at all
connected with the earlier poems addressed to or otherwise about the
Eternal Feminine, were it not for the evidence provided by both
“Hesnimvka” and “Hesnakovka,” in which the vision of the archetype is
already stained and possesses certain attributes of a prostitute. Even if

one wants to address the biography beneath this poem, it is difficult to



64

maintain that the prostitute is simply a prostitute, especially since in

the last stanza she is referred to as “vor anren ueparHumn”:

Tol cvena! Tak emé Oyab Geccrpamme!
f — ne mMyx, He Xenux TBOH, HE Apyr!
Tak Bon3ai ke, MOM aHresl BYEpaILIHUI,
B cepime — ocrphii ¢ppanuysckuin kao.yk!

This curious command by the defeated poet, that the hooker in
question at last do him in, penetrate him in the heart with her spiked
heel, is in fact a desperate cry of remorse from one who has become
debauched through spiritual weakness. It is a request for both release
(death) and punishment,” and in the latter we detect again Blok's
willingness to take the blame for the fact that the idealized feminine
ultimately did not have the meaning for him that he originally
expected. It is also an act of submission (as it seems to be in the real
world of sexual behavior, as well): Blok in some sense is acknowledging
the (moral?) superiority of Her whose image he has tarnished. Yet it is

perhaps in reality merely a consequence of his own inordinate

™ This dualistic request is essentially that which motivates apocalyptic
movements: the human universe is destroyed, perhaps by some purgative
fire, which punishes man for his sinfulness, yet also frees him from his
uncontrollable desires, which have led him into sin. Interesting in this regard
is the embedded apocalypticism of both Solov'ev and Blok. The former
inherited a strong anxiety about apocalypse from his father, a historian
whose sense of world history became progressively apocalyptic toward the
end of his life. In Blok, apocalyptic inclinations come to the fore particularly
clearly in his most famous poem, “The Twelve” (“/[genaiuars”): “A world
conflagration in the blood/Lord, grant us Thy blessing!” (translation by Avril
Pyman, ABSP, 50).
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expectations of himself, his own sense of moral purity inculcated by his
excessively virtuous mother,” that Blok allows no room for an image of
Sophia that is at all compromised — within the range from goddess to
whore, there is no intermediate and workable image of the divine.
Finally, in a poem entitled simply “K Myze” (“T'o the/my Muse”;
1912), the relationship between the sacred and the profane, between
the abstract Sophia and the personal muse, is dealt with directly. The
poem addresses the muse ambivalently, unsure as to whether She is
good or evil, while it recounts Blok's personal historical struggle with

the dual nature of the feminine.

M korza Tl cMEENILCA HAA BEpPO,
Hax ToGon saropaercs sapyr
Tor Hespku#, IypIypoBO-CEphIi
W koraa-To MHOM BWAEHHBIF KPYT.

3ma, n100pa m? — Th Bca — He orcioja.
My peno npo Te0si roBopsrt:
Jnsa vueix T — 1 Mysa, U uyo.
Jlns MeHst Tl — MyuYeHbe M a.
[1912; “K Mysze”, ABSP No. 56, 117.]

Blok is here confessing that his poetic conflict has resulted more
in torment than in inspiration. Yet few poets could be so direct, so

chastising, in their addresses to the figure of the muse, which usually

" Pyman claims that Blok, “protected from infancy from any kind of
spiritual vulgarity, ...never lost his sense of rather aloof astonishment when
confronted with the ignoble, the insincere, or, for that matter, with anything
aesthetically or morally unpleasing” [italics mine]. ABSP, 12.
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tend to rely on metaphors borrowed from classicism. This suggests that
despite the despair Blok feels as a result of some failure to obtain what
he believed he actually desired from the goddess, he is nevertheless on
intimate terms with her. Intimacy, then, is apparently of greater
import to the poet than abstract inspiration or even friendly relations.
Is it not paradoxical that all this time, Blok has been cursing Her
distance, Her Unknowability, and yet by this point in his career and
life, he knows her as intimately as someone to whom he is married? He

chastises her for his own inability to understand her:

f xoren, yro® Mbl ObLIM Bparamu,
Tak 3a 4TO K NoJapua MHE ThI
JIyr ¢ uBeravu u TBepab CO 3Be3qAMU —
Bce npoksiAThe TBOEH KpacoThbl?

Perhaps Blok has finally come to the realization that the divine
inspiration he so desperately thought would come from the IIpekpachas
Jama, if he could only reach Her, was actually embedded in the struggle
itself. The passion to know Her, impossible for him as it was for the
Valentinian Sophia to know the Incomprehensible Father, ultimately
constituted the materia prima of his indeed inspired creation. The
almost cleansing effect of Her destruction of what he held to be “holy
and good” is not, in the final analysis, something that deeply disturbs

him — its bitterness, likened to wormwood,™ is at last conceived to be

"2Wormwood may be a reference to absinthe, of which it forms the base,
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essential. Blok, after all, was an admirer of despair for the artist, and in

fact believed that the true artist could not live without it:

M Gbina pokosas orpaja
B nonupaHby 3aBETHBIX CBATHIHD,
N Gesymnas cepauy ycrnaza —
Ora roppkas CTpacTh, KaK MOJILIHD!

CONCLUSION

The relationship between the philosopher Vladimir Solov’ev and
the Symbolist poet Aleksandr Blok was complex; both were complex
men, each responding to his own internal schema for representing a
certain spiritual function (called, as we have seen, by several different
names), and each grappling, almost unknowingly, with a philosophical
system that was ill-equipped to make either of them aware of its own
limitations. On top of that, it seems from the vantage point of
post-Freudian history, that each had his own reasons for positing not
only the existence, but the supreme value, of an Idealized Feminine —
an archetype, if you will, which in its purest conception represented the
possibility for the transformation of mankind. While I have tended to
neglect, in this paper, the influence of historical forces upon the

creative imaginations of both Solov’ev and Blok, it must be emphasized

while also referring to the apocalyptic symbol found in the Book of
Revelation.



68

that both men were active participants in the larger historical struggles
of their times, and each attenuated his vision of Sophia according to a
projection of idealized human history.

We have, in the case of Solov’ev and Blok, what Harold Bloom
might call a misprision, an “anxiety of influence.” For it is certain that
a good deal of Blok's eventual struggle with Sophia-Stranger-Unseen
One-Beautiful Lady-Astarte-Whore of Babylon and all the other
fragments of the Eternal Feminine that are found after she is dragged
into physicality, must be seen as a struggle to fit an image, a construct,
taken from late nineteenth century theosophy (borrowed in turn from
numerous mystical and quasi-mystical branches of ancient gnosticism),
into a world view shifted by several decades, and into a personality that
was ultimately harsher, more prone to disillusionment, certainly less
willing to compromise, and, finally, probably more imaginative.

The fundamental claim of this paper is that Blok, in his
appropriation of Solov’ev’s image, did not perform what is known in
fiduciary parlance as “due diligence,” that is, he did not examine the
Sophiological doctrine in a thorough manner before adapting it to his
purposes — which were, after all, more for the sake of poetry than

philosophy.
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We cannot say how Blok's life and poetry might have been
affected had he been more circumspect with regard to Sophia.
Ultimately, we are left anyway with Blok's grand oeuvre, which is an
artifact of his life, however unhappy that may have been. But we can
certainly speculate that had he understood the implications of the
underlying dualism on which the entire concept of Sophia was based
(since Solov’ev himself took this image from traditions grounded in
unresolved dualism, and did not generate this figurehead entirely by
himself), he might have understood that dualism presupposes an
opposition between light and shadow: one defines the other.
Consequently, as the shadow aspect of Sophia became manifest in
Blok's perception of her, the degraded appearance of the idealized
feminine might have seemed less of a violation of his moral
sensibilities.

We need not speculate on how Blok might have spared himself
the disillusionment that accompanied his failure to maintain a pristine
vision of Sophia. At the same time, where most critics accept Blok’s
self-recrimination at face value, and consequently see in the coincidence
of the poet's progressively dilapidated life and the progressively murky
vision of the Eternal Feminine evidence only of neurotically distorted

perception, perhaps this clouded perception on Blok's part is really the
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result of misunderstanding. Perhaps this Sophia of the Many Names
was from the very outset an imagined being whose real intention was to

deceive the romantic poet into thinking he could have Her.
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