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evenings in Mandelstam’s kitchen which, as 
Brodsky described it, had become “the place 
of veritable pilgrimages.”17
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BRODSKY, BILLINGTON, AND THE 
FUTURE OF RUSSIA

While Brodsky had had little to say in pub-
lic about developments in the Soviet Union 
during its f inal year, he had been following 
events closely, with the eyes and ears of a poet 
and exile rather than of a trained historian 
or social scientist. Among the many interest-
ing items in the Brodsky Papers at Yale is the 
poet’s marked-up copy of Billington’s paper, 
“The Search for a Modern Russian Identity,” 
which Billington presented to the American 
Academy of Arts and Sciences in Boston on 
May 8, 1991 and in slightly revised form to a 
Soviet audience some two weeks later at Spaso 
House, the residence of the U.S. ambassador in 
Moscow.47 A prominent Soviet democrat who 
was present arranged to have the paper pub-
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sources, and discussed with visiting Russians 
from all walks of life. He cited the new vi-
tality of the Soviet press, the apparent deter-
mination of younger Russians to build from 
below “political and economic structures that 
are more participatory and accountable,” the 
rediscovery of local and regional traditions, 
the burgeoning environmental and historic 
preservation movements, the revitalization of 
the countryside and of village life, the open-
ing of new churches, and the revival, as he saw 
it, of a purified Orthodoxy.54 As he later sum-
marized the main argument, Russia now had a 



  12  /  POETRY AND POLITICS IN THE CRUCIBLE OF HISTORY: JOSEPH BRODSK Y, JAMES H. BILLINGTON, AND THE END OF THE SOVIET UNION

	 Brodsky was not sorry to see com-
munism go (although he was pained, for cul-
tural reasons, at the split between Russia and 
Ukraine), but he took a more sober, and in 
the long run more realistic, view of these de-
velopments.60 He wrote little about the events 
in Moscow, although he must have discussed 
them with Billington and many others at the 
time. His two major poems of this period, 
“Transatlantic” and “The View from the Hill” 
(i.e., Capitol Hill and the office of the poet 
laureate in the beautiful attic of the Thomas 
Jefferson Building), are full of foreboding 
and references to death.61 “Transatlantic” be-
gins with an observation both sweeping and 
startling—“The last twenty years were good 
for practically everybody/save the dead”—and 
ends with a rare reference to current events: 
“pregnant submarines returning/to their na-
tive pen after a worldwide journey/with-
out destroying life on earth, without/even a 
proper f lag to hoist,” an allusion to the dispute 
between Russia and Ukraine in 1992 over the 
disposition of the Soviet Black Sea Fleet (and 
Western nervousness about the security of 
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way, but the hopes of neither were borne 
out: not Billington’s for Russia or Brodsky’s 
for America. Billington outlived Brodsky by 
more than 22 years, during which time his vi-
sion of a democratic Russia grounded in re-
ligious traditions and reconciled to the West 
became an ever more distant possibility. As 
for Brodsky, his vision of an America that was 
more unified, democratic, and enlightened as 
a result of a widening encounter with its own 
poetic tradition seems little more than a fad-
ing mirage. 
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