
Gogol in Rome

Katia Kapovich is a bilingual poet writing in English and Russian.
She lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Her Russian verse has received
wide acclaim in her country of origin. Her English-language poems
have appeared in the London Review of Books, Jacket, Ploughshares, Harvard
Review, Stand, The Dark Horse, and numerous other journals. The US
Library of Congress awarded her its 2001 Witter Bynner Poetry
Fellowship. Kapovich co-edits Fulcrum: an annual of poetry and aesthetics.





Gogol in Rome

Katia Kapovich

Cambridge



published by salt publishing
PO Box 937, Great Wilbraham, Cambridge PDO cb1 5jx United Kingdom

PO Box 202, Applecross, Western Australia 6153

All rights reserved

© Katia Kapovich, 2004

The right of Katia Kapovich to be identified as the
author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance

with Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

This book is in copyright. Subject to statutory exception 
and to provisions of relevant collective licensing agreements, 

no reproduction of any part may take place without the written 
permission of Salt Publishing.

First published 2004

Printed and bound in the United Kingdom by Lightning Source

Typeset in Swift 9.5 / 13

This book is sold subject to the conditions that it shall not,
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out,

or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent
in any form of binding or cover other than that in which

it is published and without a similar condition including this
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

isbn 1 84471 046 7 paperback

SP

1  3  5  7  9  8  6  4  2



For Philip Nikolayev





Contents

In the Bathhouse 1

Gogol in Rome 3

The Birth of Anarchy 5

Modus Operandi 6

A Dance without Music 7

Moscow—Berlin 8

A Fly on the Faucet 10

A Waltz 11

A Farewell to Russian Symbolism 12

Double Vision 13

At the Kishinev School for Deaf and Mute Children 14

Prague 15

They Called Them “Blue” 16

A Komsomol Act 17

Self-Portrait in Pajamas 18

Golden Fleece 19

A Paper Plane to Nowhere 21

A Wolf 24

Anna-Maria and the Others 25

Apartment 75 27

The Night before the Afghan War 28

Something to Oppose 29

A Haircut 30

A Death 32

Orpheus in the Subway 33

Rainbow 35

Blacklisted Titles 36

Hurdles 39



At the Young Pioneer Camp 41

Veronica’s Secret Life 42

Silhouette 44

Forbidden Fellini 45

Privacy 48

A Shave 49

The Smell of Salt 51

Dog-Ends 53

A Beggar 54

Gogol in Jerusalem 55

The Tank Farm 56

Diogenes 57

Tanya 58

A Landscape with Laundering Women 61

Christmas 2001 62

The Green One over There 63

Black and White 66

The Three of Us 67

The Rattle 69

Painting a Room 70

Stanzas to the Stairwell 72

Twelve Sheep 73

Rendezvous on Sand 75

Totaled 76

Things in the Morning 77

My Sense of Time 78

Camping in Buzzards Bay 79

The Law of Perspective 80

The Tale of Clear Pond 81

The Dig 82

A Gentle Hibernation of Lovers 84



Matchmaking 86

Gogol in New York 88

The Rat 90

The Summer Gardens 93

Hemophilia 94

Axis Mundi 95

Generation K 96





Acknowledgments

The following poems first appeared in literary periodicals: “Blacklisted
Titles” in The American Scholar; “In the Bathhouse” in The Antioch
Review; “Death,” “Things in the Morning,” “My Sense of Time” in The
Antigonish Review; “Haircut,” “A Prison for an Architect” in The Dark
Horse; “A Paper Plane to Nowhere” in Harvard Review; “Komsomol Act,”
“Christmas,” “They Called Them ‘Blue’” in Jacket; “Something to
Oppose” in Leviathan Quarterly; “The Birth of Anarchy” in Literary
Imagination; “Forbidden Fellini” in the London Review of Books;
“Orpheus in the Subway” in The Massachusetts Review; “Modus
Operandi” in The New Republic; “A Shave,” “Dig,” “The Three of Us,”
“Matchmaking,” “Landscape with Laundering Women” in News from
the Republic of Letters; “Gogol in Rome” in Ploughshares; “Tanya,”
“Beggar” in Poems & Plays; “Anna-Maria and the Others” in Press; “Axis
Mundi,” “Gogol in New York,” “Apartment 75,” “Black and White” in
Rattapallax; “Stanzas to the Stairwell,” “Golden Fleece,” “Gogol in
Jerusalem,” “A Fly on the Faucet” in Salamander; “The Tale of Clear
Pond” in Slate.

“The Green One over There” first appeared in Poetry 180. A Turning
Back to Poetry. An Anthology of Contemporary Poems, ed. Billy Collins,
Random House, New York, 2003.

Several of the poems in this collection were published in the chap-
book Stanzas to the Stairwell, Fulcrum Editions, Cambridge, MA, 2003.





In the Bathhouse

And when at last I used to leave the house
after the lazy Sunday rest,
the sun was high. It saw a town in drowse;
a golden rush of leaves lay to the west.
All northern Russian towns are quite alike:
a river, a long street along the river,
a square with a statue of a leader
stretching his right arm forward like a guide.
The crowd headed where his finger pointed:
to a bathhouse on the river’s bank.
I walked along with the others, a poor student,
a ghost of those blind alleys, nil, a blank.
In the light and shade of my sixteenth October
I carried but a parcel in my hand.
The smell of soap, of public bathhouse timber
is what I call the smell of the motherland.
And I remember skinny women’s shoulders,
curved spines and—with a gasp of awe—
their loose and bulky bellies in the folds
of many motherhoods. 

The old stone floor
was warm and smooth under their bare feet,
sunlight fell on it through the upper windows,
rays intermixed with steam and water lit
the hair of the bathing women.
Their faces up, eyes closed, they stood 
under the showers, like in an ancient chapel,
and listened to the choirs of migrant birds.
With their necks craned and with their nipples
relaxed under the water, with their palms
caressing chests and falling to their hips,
with bluish veins crisscrossing their slim ankles,
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they looked like water nymphs.
Time, hold them still, save them like flies in amber!
I look out of the window across the cobblestone plaza.
I see the autumn river which like a saw
cuts through the log of the horizon.
The eye finds only what was there before:
the sky, the water, many rivers ago.
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Gogol in Rome

Annoyed with the parochialism of the “fantastic city”
of St. Petersburg and close 
to the unexpected end of his life,
Gogol escaped to Rome.
He settled in a colony of Russian artists,
sharing lodgings with his bosom friend,
the painter Alexander Ge.
On their long walks they discovered 
“the inner meaning of everything.”
Gogol, a perpetual titular councilor,
was almost happy there: he could forget
the petty insults of the civil service
and a failed career at the University. He was secretly
working on Book Two of his magnum opus,
Dead Souls, stealing bits of furniture and parts
of the domestic atmosphere
from paintings of his late-Romantic friends
into the mansions and orchards
of his grotesque characters. His own
descent into madness occurred in strongly marked stages.
He saw that everything was alive in Mother Nature—
trees, stones, sand on the beach, seashells—
and everything called for his empathy.
He stopped eating, stopped drinking wine
(that blood of grapes), turned almost into a Jainist.
His friends were appalled; his mother freaked
whenever she received another of his
strange and ambiguous letters,
full of advice for the improvement of the Fatherland.
His doctors prescribed enemas, hazardous treatment
which seeps potassium out of the body,
causing a deterioration at the heart. He destroyed 
his novel, throwing four hundred pages 
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into the fireplace, and would now spend his days 
mostly in bed, covered with three woolen blankets.
“It’s cold in Italy, it’s dark!” he complained to his servant.
The doctors bled him with leeches until he was dead.
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The Birth of Anarchy
For Glyn Maxwell

I wish we could drink that oily Arabic coffee
on the open veranda till the end of autumn.
I wish the police declared a curfew
and the waitresses sang their anarchist anthem.

I wish the wind broke into a newsstand
and dragged newspapers to the nearest abyss,
and the lights went out, and all bankrupt street vendors
left their goods at the feet of paupers.

And the wind tore into the booth, and the snow
of print settled slowly, gradually melting,
and the lights died down and glowed low—
and who could wish such a thing but an owl or a cretin?

And paupers got drunk, and policemen threw fits,
stuttering in forked tongues like apostles,
and the day was a night, and acacias’ tips
were coins on fake marble tables.

[5 ]



Modus Operandi

The curtains drawn, all rectangles are blue.
Four morning pigeons wheel in the school glue.
I hate the treacherous light of December.
Cold. I eat pumpkin soup out of the blender.

The central heating grumbles: “You, get out.”
Right. I put on my coat and off I go
where the salted red herring of the pavement
waits for the imminent snow.

Trot, trot along, you, unbuttoned biped,
across a skeleton of rusty tracks, with others
clutching in hand their steamy paper cups—
their secular candles.

March—ein, zwei, drei—under a crescent sun,
like numbers to infinity, ahead
through all the painted hallways of the town,
through all the scheduled winters of the world,

through all the bleaching mornings of the year 
to where the distant clock chimes in the square—
whether to add up or to disappear
in the empire of digits, paying your fare.
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A Dance without Music

Oleg from Building 4
strips off his clothes 
during the morning walk
and dashes among us 
with huge kangaroo leaps,
chased by two male nurses.
Say no more. Smoke.

His bluish boxers brave the nippy air.
And, finally, when almost caught,
he grabs my shoulders and holds me like a shield
between himself and them. Together we 
stomp our feet on the bald hospital lawn, 
while other patients and their relatives, etc.
stare in awe, yet with indifference.
A contradiction? Say no more.
It is a contradiction, if that matters,
unthinkable to Sunday morning visitors,
compatible with the inmates of Building 4.
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Moscow—Berlin 

When they lifted our train car into the air
at the Polish border at Brest
so as to resettle it upon a new set of wheels,
(Russia’s rail track width is different from Europe’s),
I experienced a moment of levitation
and knew I had left my fatherland.

We crawled through the dark winter 
outskirts of Eastern Europe.

Passengers in our car, mostly
new generation black marketeers,
were sharing with each other
stories about the vicissitudes
of their previous trips to Germany.
Some gave me advice on methods of smuggling
stuff through Soviet customs
when and if I decided to return.

It was assumed that I would do 
“smart things” with my money.
Russian banks in 1989
still sold six Deutschmarks to a ruble, 
the then official exchange rate,
reminding us travelers 
of the abiding absurdity of our homeland.

“Get a VCR, you can push it
right at the railway station in Moscow!”
whispered a well-groomed woman 
with three golden crowns 
in her front teeth. “Black jeans 
also sell great, but smear them with chalk
so they don’t look new.”
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