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SYMBOLISM IN GEORGIA

Some Notes

 Symbolism in Georgia, known to our society by the name of “Blue Horns,” is an outdated school today. While its representatives are still physically alive, as a literary school Symbolism belongs in the past. How can all this be explained? On one hand it can be explained by the fact that the credo - the new poetic principles of the Blue Horns have exhausted themselves, therefore the school's decline of was inevitable. On the other hand, the individualistic and mystic background of symbolism ideology has become strange to modern perception, which was in itself formed in the atmosphere of a revolutionary whirlwind of practical social tasks.

It is true the representatives of this school have produced new works in the last period, some of which were justified artistic facts, however, nothing valuable and significant was added to the revelation of their poetic style.

Thus, in the name of the “Blue Horns” we already have a completed literary school. It is necessary to discuss it in the viewpoint of modern scientific-Marxist methodology.


Symbolism in General

Symbolism originated in Georgia through the influence of French symbolism. Almost all our symbolist poets admit that French symbolists represent the principle source of their school.
 
“Symbolism as a school came in our country from the west”, says Sh. Apkhaidze (journal “Meotsnebe Niamorebi” [Dreamy Gazelles], February, 1919; letter “Prospects of Georgian Poetry”).

Grigol Robakidze writes: “Pubs in Kutaisi have quite suddenly turned into Parisian literary cafes where together with the hand-organ and traditional “Mravalzhamier,” favorite names are also often heard: Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Baudelaire, Friedrich Nietzsche and Oscar Wilde, Paul Verlaine and Stephan Mallarme, Jose-Maria Heredia and Emil Verhaeren, Konstantin Balmont and Valery Bryusov, Andrey Bely and Vyacheslav Ivanov, Innokenty Annensky and Alexander Blok, etc.” (Journal “Ars” #1 – 1918, letter “Грузинский модернизм” ).
“After Georgia the sacred country is Paris – glorify, people, this menacing city where our drunkard brothers clown around with frenzy - Verlaine and Baudelaire, Mallarme – confidant of words, and Arthur Rimbaud, drunk with pride, the cursed fellow” (P. Iashvili, “Introduction”, journal “Blue Horns”). 

Hence the question arises quite naturally: What is the characteristic feature of French Symbolism in particular and of Symbolism generally?  - Remy de Gourmont characterizes this trend in his “Book of Masks”:

“What is Symbolism? – If we consider the correct grammatical meaning of the word – almost nothing. But if we put the word aside, it can denote a whole number of ideas:

“Individualism in literature, freedom of creativity, denial of learned formulas, passion towards the extraordinary or even weird; it also means idealism, negligence of social facts, anti-naturalism, tendency, expression of only those features which distinguish one person from another” (Реми де Гурмон “Книга Масок” – 1913, Preface, p.6). These words define the nature of Symbolism quite clearly and broadly. It is shared by our Symbolists as well (see T. Tabidze, “With Blue Horns”).

Almost the same definition of French Symbolism is given by V. Bryusov. He writes: “We should distinguish between two directions in French Symbolism: the first is the cult of beauty and aesthetics; the second is the cult of the individual, individualism.” Extremely developed individualism and subjectivism gave their peculiar direction to the artistic form of Symbolism.

 “They were ready,” continues Bryusov, “to deny all kinds of “rules” of versification and acknowledged the fact that poets are free in creating forms which best correspond to the contents of their poetry. Returning back to the idea of the “subjective” language of the Romanticists, they developed the latter in the extreme and would not even stop, despite the fact that by doing this some of their works might become incomprehensible to the reader. It is thus not surprising that Symbolists referred to mystical teachings to try to give themselves deeper and wider verification. Raising the cult of the individual to such extremes, complete deviation from reality and striving towards mysticism, “estrangement” and “to that side of the world,” gave birth to the artistic device that rendered a name to an entire trend. “The idea of Symbolism as the main artistic means,” said Bryusov, “represented the independent treasure of Symbolism.” Naturalism which was the dominant literary trend in literature in the 1880s contented itself with reflecting reality in all precision. The Symbolists completely denied such methods of creativity that would only turn art into the reflection of life. They demanded that within true artistic creativity beyond the outer content, another more profound content should always be hidden. In lieu of an Artistic image that decidedly depicts one phenomenon, they use an artistic symbol that implies a number of hidden meanings, mostly contradictory ones, poly-semantic, darkened and confusing - in its nature all remained appropriate for those poets who, as Bryusov writes, “... denied the public the ideal of poetry and did not strive towards making art a complete expression of an artist’s personality” (В. Брюсов, “Французские лирики XIX века”, Introduction).

Such is the the echo of our literary movement, the “Blue Horns”. This is the poetic path which numerous followers and imitators in Georgia have discovered.

The first voices to inform society of the beginning of a new literary period were heard in Kutaisi in 1916. This is the year the journal, “Blue Horns” was published. It broadly reflected the opinions and feelings of our Symbolists.

SYMBOLISM AS A SOCIAL PHENOMENON

What is Symbolism as a social phenomenon?

The social genesis of Symbolism is appropriately clarified and defined in Marxist literary criticism. Nearly all the critics and literary researchers who have regarded this issue came to the following conclusion: the public psyche, which is the basis of this literary school, expresses the mood of that portion of the bourgeois intelligentsia that originated from the complex social-economic relations caused by the development of capitalism.
There is a presentiment that the 2nd half of 19th century is the time of death for capitalist society. It is characterized with the revelation of fatal emotional experiences of the bourgeoisie. The social layer doomed to destruction is left with nothing else but denying the reality which is preparing its death. According to Friedrich Nietzsche, they are trying “to conceal themselves into the sand of heavenly objects.” Therefore, they refer to symbols, the sky, past life and mysticism. That is why their literary image finds its form in a symbol.

Generally, such a characterization of Symbolism is true but it needs some corrections in our reality. To my mind, it is difficult to entirely label Georgian Symbolism – in corpore – as the “singers of capitalism”. Undoubtedly, the impartial role of Georgia Symbolism is a reactionary one, but it still cannot be stated as if our Symbolists - this group of intelligentsia - are definitely a bourgeois stratum or related to the bourgeoisie (we have never had such layer in Georgia) or landowners.

Therefore, this statement requires clarification in Georgian reality. We should take into consideration those groups of intelligentsia which became the real basis of this school in Georgia. 

The 20th century is undoubtedly a wonderful moment for Georgia in the sphere of economy and social life: the feudal relationship is gradually disappearing; remnants of nobility domination is giving place to new masters in economic, political, cultural and ideological spheres without any struggle or tragic element.

Two new hostile social classes entered the walk of life – among them the class of workers who have independently and ostentatiously  announced its demands, needs, goals and objectives.

This unusual complexity of social reality and the surprising dynamics of life, when everything old has been ruined and rushed like foamy waves towards an unfamiliar and threatening future – causes hesitation and resistance in the “consciousness” of society and enhances the separation of the intelligentsia into several different groupings. 

All these groups can be divided into three categories, according to their attitude towards the greatest historical problem which is - who will be the master of the country, bourgeoisie or proletariat? 1. A certain bourgeois layer which has consciously served capitalism and defended its structure and methods; 2. A revolutionary and democratic intelligentsia which has fought against the dominant exploiter formation (Marxists); 3. The middle strata which has not been able to accept the “terrible country,” i.e. the social formation around them. Meanwhile, because of their close connection to this formation (by origin, education or material interests) they have not been able to protest against it in favor of creating new social relations for which democracy fought in a revolutionary and Marxist way.

It is the third category of the last middle groups of the intelligentsia that we should find social basics to “Georgian Symbolism.” This middle, hesitating type of intelligentsia who on one hand abandoned the dominant classes while on the other, turned its back on the lighthouse of revolution had only one way out: to escape reality into imaginary transcendental, non-worldly realms and lock itself into a sick psyche to seek for some eternal beauty, etc. (Е. Никитина и С. Шувалов, “Поэтическое искусство Блока”. pp. 6-8).

All this served as the cause for their passiveness and confusion, anarchism and decline, romanticism and mysticism, individualism and psychology in their poetry. Thus, Georgian Symbolists are middle-class social elements: descendants of various circles, culturally highly-qualified anarchic Bohemia, partly petty bourgeoisie, characterized by individualistic and anarchic disposition (ibid. p. 7). In their creative activity we have got the poetry of a group that does not act but only feels...

This is how we understand Symbolism in general and our “Blue Horns” in particular. After this theoretical excursus we will discuss their practical activities.
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