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Gubaz Letodiani
(Georgia)

Structural- Narratological Study of Modern Free Verse: 
Comparative Analysis of Besik Kharanauli’s and Charles Bukowski’s 

Poems1

The work is devoted to the structural- narratological research of free verse in 
the texsts of Charles Bukowski (1920-1994) and Besik Kharanauli (1939-...). A large 
part of the work of the two mentioned poets is genre-wise (in this case, the genre is 
understood as an internal literary context) free verse, which shows the following main 
characteristics: it does not have a metric, rhyme appears sporadically, the lines are 
unordered.

The history of free verse begins with the French Symbolists of the nineteenth 
century, spreads to the United States and is revealed in the poetry of Walt Whitman. At 
the beginning of the twentieth century, modernists, Ezra Pound, T.S. Eliot and other 
authors often wrote free verse. In this regard, Paolo Iashvili’s “Europe”, Galaktion 
Tabidze’s “Rustle of Curtains” and later Shota Chantladze’s poetry are noteworthy 
works in Georgian literature. It seems that in the first half of the 20th century Georgian 
authors did not/could not sympathize with this genre, because it was subject to a kind 
of censorship (it was considered a western, bourgeois manifestation). In 1977-1978 a 
newspaper polemic was held between Shota Nishnianidze and Mamuka Tsiklauri on 
the issue of whether free verse was poetry or not. However, the main thing is that the 
authors did not give up on this genre. 

It is important to note the socio-cultural or political context in which the poetry 
of Bukowski and Kharanauli was created and is being created. It will not be possible 
to discuss Besik Kharanauli’s work in the early years from the point of view of 
postmodernism, since the mentioned literary direction was not established in Georgia 
at that time. Later, mainly in the work of the 2000s, the corresponding characteristics, 
text-pallipsest, metatext, allusion, etc. are clearly revealed. (It is enough to name the 
following texts: “The Book of Amba Bessarion”; “Two Sheets of Heaven and Earth”, 
“Three Hundred Knights Riding a Mule’’ and others) Bukowski’s poetry is considered 
postmodern and a representative of the counterculture of the beat generation. The 
introduction to the book, which features interviews with Bukowski, talks about 
the 30-year gap between Bukowski’s public appearance: “These thirty years span 
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framework of a doctoral research grant.
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a cataclysmic period not only in Bukowski’s transformation, but also American 
cultural and political life. […] war in Vietnam, civil rights movement, assassinations 
of John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King Jr and Robert Kennedy, moon landing, 
Woodstock, psychedelia, LSD, marijuana, sexual revolution, student revolt, women’s 
liberation[…]” (Calonne 2003: vii) Georgia of that time cannot be distinguished by 
similar cultural revolutions and historical vicissitudes. An important factor is that 
during the mentioned 30-year interval, capitalism has developed in the United States, 
while Georgia is a member of the Communist Soviet Union. Despite these different 
contexts, both poets are often interested in similar themes, as well as in narrative 
forms, narrative style and technique.

The topicality of the research is conditioned by the structural-narratological 
analysis of the works of the mentioned authors, - the Georgian free verse was not 
considered in terms of these specific methods. A structure is a model, in contrast to 
a text, it is characterized by more systematicity, - “the text is confronted not by a 
single abstract structure-model, but by hierarchies of structures, which are organized 
according to the increase in the degree of abstraction” (Lotman 2013-2014: 92). 
Yurii Lotman’s opinion is a kind of obstacle for free verse as a “rejector” for research 
using the structuralist method. Especially since Thomas Stearns Eliot characterizes 
it as follows: “Vers libre has not even the excuse of a polemic; it is a battle-cry of 
freedom, and there is no freedom in Art. And as the so-called vers libre, which is 
good is anything but ‘free’, it can better be defended under some other label. […] If 
vers libre is a genuine verse-form it will have a positive definition. And I can define it 
only in negatives: (1) absence of pattern, (2) absence of rhyme, (3) absence of meter.” 
(Elliot 1917: 518) Nevertheless, Vers libre is no longer a “cry” for the second half of 
the twentieth century, but a widespread literary genre. That is why it is interesting to 
observe what kind of structural or narrative properties it exhibits.

The aim of the paper is to understand the poetry of Georgian and American 
authors with the help of modern literary methods, to separate their narratological and 
structural characteristics, to determine their specificity and significance.

As a result, two poetic samples are considered with emphasis: “A Smile To 
Remember “ and “Put out the potatoes”.

The main research questions are:
• What characteristics do these two poems have (structure, plot)?
• How is the author’s, narrator’s instance perceived?
• What kind of temporal presentation do we see in these mentioned poems?
• Is the structural-narrative model of poems related to postmodernism or not?
Narratology, as a text research method, emerged together with structuralism, 

the categories of modern narratology were formed under the influence of Russian 
theoretical schools, as well as the works of Bakhtin and Propp . The term “narratology 
“ is worn out. It belongs to Tzvetan Tedorov. Also like Gerard Genette notes, “modern 
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narrative analysis began (with Prop ) with studies that concerned the story ...” (Genette 
1988b:15)

It was important to use the following sources for the research: Gerard Genette 
“narrative discourse “; Gerard Genette “narrative discourse revisited”; Monika 
Fludernik “An Introduction to Narratology”; Paul Ricoeur “Time and Narrative: 
Volume 3” (especially chapter 5: Fiction and Its Imaginative Variations on Time); 
Linda Hutcheon “A Poetics of Postmodernism.” “Theory in to poetry New aaproaches 
to the lyric” - Edited by Eva Muller-Zettelmann and Margarete Rubik (Contents 
various papers of modern authors such as Monika Fludernik, Eva Muller-Zettelmann, 
Werner Wolf, Peter Huhn etc.).

Linda Hutcheon’s work presents postmodernism as a cultural phenomenon, 
draws on the opinions of many authors (Barthes, Foucault, Calvino, Baudrillard and 
others) and cumulatively conveys the main aspects of postmodern poetics. It contains 
the necessary information for the present article, since postmodern characteristics 
may be revealed in the mentioned poets’ works. It is interesting to distinguish between 
modernism and postmodernism: “Modernists like Eliot and Joyce have usually been 
seen as deeply humanistic ( eg . Stern 1971, 26) in their paradoxical desire for stable 
aesthetic and moral values, even in the face of their realization of the inevitable 
absence of such universals. Postmodernism differs from this, not in its humanistic 
contradictions, but in the provisionality of its response to them: it refuses to posit any 
structure or, what Lyotard (1984a) calls, master narrative — such as Art or myth — 
which , for such modernists, would have been consolatory _ It argues that such systems 
are indeed attractive, perhaps even necessary _ but this does not make them any the 
less illusory.” ( Hutcheon 1988:6) It is also noted how the boundaries between genres 
were erased: who can tell anymore what the limits are between the novel and the short 
story collection (Alice Munro’s Lives of Girls and Women), the novel and the long 
poem (Michael Ondaatje’s Coming Through Slaughter ), the novel and autobiography 
( Maxine Hong Kingston’s China Men ), the novel and history... But , in any of these 
examples, the conventions of the two genres are played off against each other _ there 
is no simple, unproblematic merging. She also adds that genres are interwoven and 
played with each other, which also implies metatextuality. Regarding the relationship 
between the author and the text, she cites Lyotard’s own words: “A postmodern artist 
or writer is in the position of a philosopher: the text he writes, the work he produces 
are not in principle governed by pre established rules, and they cannot be judged 
according to a determining judgment, by applying familiar categories to the text or 
to the work. Those rules and categories are what the work of Art itself is looking for. 
“ (Hutcheon 1988: 15) This is interesting, since poetry is an art form that is a kind of 
observation of a particular subject, event or emotion, as philosophy does. But the poet 
conveys the message metaphorically. 

Paul Ricoeur “Time and Narrative” consists of four books, in which the 
discussion about the understanding of time and narrative begins from Aristotle’s 
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poetics. It distinguishes between real and fictional time. To focus on the research 
topic, it is important to understand  the second section of the third volume “Poetics 
of Narrative History, Fiction, Time “The fifth chapter” Fiction and Its Imaginative 
Variations on Time”: “ The most visible but not necessarily the most decisive feature 
in the opposition between fictitious time and historical time is the emancipation of 
the narrator — whom we are not confusing with the author — with respect to the 
major obligation imposed on the historian, namely, the need to conform to the specific 
connectors acting to rewrite lived time upon cosmic time.” (Ricoeur 1985: 127-128). 
The emancipation of reality is of great importance in poetry, the situation presented 
in an intense, expressive manner manages to impress the reader. This is achieved 
through the use of various narrative techniques, which require an understanding of the 
concepts of narratology .

Gerard Genette two books “narrative discourse “ and “ narrative discourse 
revisited” explains the narratology Main concepts, their relationships. In the first 
book, Genette discusses Proust’s works with his own specific terminology and terms, 
and the second book is more of a response to criticism, with clarifications, reasoning 
and arguments. In the work “narrative “discourse “ focuses on the following basic 
concepts: order, duration, frequency, mood, voice. And in the second book the author 
mentions these following concepts: speed, perspective, focalizations, etc. 

„An Introduction to Narratology” by Monika Fludernik is a necessary assistant 
for the researcher, since it explains the above-mentioned concepts and categories, 
which are of crucial importance in fulfilling the purpose of the following paper.

Often the text, especially poetry, is not considered independently of the author. 
In this case, depending on the purpose of the research, we will understand the text 
autonomously, according to narrative categories. “narrative theory is text-oriented; the 
contexts of production, publication, distribution and reception of narratives occupy 
an area on the periphery of narratology and relate more to the historical/situational 
research done in literary studies. “ (Fludernik 2009:8) 

Charles Bukowski’s poem “A smile to remember” retrospectively conveys the 
feeling of childhood:

we had the goldfish and they went around and around
in the bowl on the table near the purple drapes
across our front picture window and
my mother, poor fish, always smiling, wanting us all
to be happy, told me, “be happy, Henry,”
and she was right: it’s better to be happy if you
can 
but my father beat her two or three times a week
while
raging inside his 6-foot-2 frame because he couldn’t
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understand what was attacking him from within.
my mother, poor fish, 
wanting to be happy, being beaten two or three times a
week, telling me to be happy: “Henry, smile!
why don’t you ever smile?”
and then she would smile, to show me how, and it was the
saddest smile I ever saw
one day all the goldfish died, all five of them,
they floated on top of the water, on their sides, their
eyes still open,
and when my father got home he threw them to the cat
there on the kitchen floor and we watched as my mother
smiled.

The poem begins with a description, although it has a semantic load in terms 
of composition and style. The narration proceeds in a kind of sequence, it conveys 
the story as a plot, “The highest – macro-structural – organization on the discourse 
level of a narrative text and also a poem will be called the plot. A plot is the result 
of the selection, weighting and correlation of meaningful sequences as well as the 
combination and integration of schema and equivalences, usually ascribed to an 
agent and structured through this reference” (Peter Huhn 2005: 151) The principle, 
an important detail of the image described at the beginning of the poem – fish - is 
presented in another, dead state at the end. In the middle part, this word acquires as 
metaphorical, metonymic meaning - my mother, poor fish.

The narration is homodiegetic and is written from a first-person point of view. 
although the experiencer persona is separated from the narrator himself, since he is 
telling the story from the fictional present. It should be noted that the feeling itself 
is not described by an explicit narrator. Instead, with the way of quoting, the inner 
state of the story level character is seen from another perspective: “be happy Hanry!” 
“Henry, smile. Why don’t you ever smile?” - This is a kind of mirror reflection. 
Accordingly, the persona is also a reflector, a perceiver of the situation, and the actors 
are mother and father. 

Structure of narrative transmission - Order in lyric - the unfolding events are 
presented elliptically, the shift in time is obvious, grammatically it is revealed in the 
next word: “one day”. Which will tie up the story and the climax for this text.

In only one section of the text we find a case of zero focalization, which is 
expressed by the narrator’s comment: “and she was right: it’s better to be happy if you/ 

can” - with this phrase, the perspective of the narrator changes, as if he knows 
more than the actors. This is caused by the perspective of the fictional present. At 
first glance, a simple sentence prompts the reader to think, since the entire context 
accumulates in it. Also an important external feature of the text, anjanbemant, the 
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word can is presented separately and creates a paradox, since based on the content 
of the poem it is self-evident that in this situation it is impossible to be happy. The 
paradox is further aggravated by the character of the mother who, despite the violence, 
still smiles and this is the “saddest smile”.

Beski Kharanauli’s poem “Putting out potatoes” also describes the mother-sun 
relationship (the text is long, so I will only discuss a few parts):

We have to take out potatoes tomorrow! –
You told me
and pull a chair to the bed
on which then
when you would turn off the light
You should have started stacking clothes.
I turned to the wall.
That’s how I made you feel
That I heard what you said
And I also told you that tomorrow
I was going to do totally different things.
- I was fifteen years old
Tomorrow was Sunday
And I had my plans.
But you said that
We had to take out the potatoes... [...]

it was a long time ago
in Tianeti,
right at this time
in mid-October.
the story
I remember now
in my bed, in Tbilisi,
At midnight, when I turned off the light and
turned to the wall. [...]

I drank a glass or two of our vodka
and I was telling my mother 
that everything is fine with me
that I would come in the spring and
We would plant potatoes.
She, so small and almost old
was listening to me, my Altabalta,
She was going to say something - something big,
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but then she changed her mind
She can not speak easily about the land ,
nor about life
neither about winter nor spring,
neither about bread nor potatoes,
everything is very difficult
unbearable and very hard.

In Kharanauli’s poem, the narration  is written from a first-person point of view.
the narration is homodiegetic here too, although there is also a dramatic, mimetic 
narration - it is conveyed in the form of a dialogue, and the words of another actor 
(mother) are not quoted. Such narration ensures the immediacy of the text. The poem 
begins with the mother’s words, then the narrator describes the situation, which is 
followed by the action of the acting narrator in the dialogue - “I turned to the wall”, - 
thus presenting himself from the perspective of an external view, since the beginning 
is the recollection of a childhood memory (“I was fifteen years old”). Accordingly, in 
the narrative text, there is a purposeful action that replaces the verbal expression of 
emotion. The narrator explains the feelings of a fifteen-year-old boy from an external 
point of view. Therefore, the actor is both the narrator and the instance. The narrator 
is also an experiencer who tells the story retrospectively (“it was a long time ago / in 
Tianeti”). 

In the next section, it can be seen that the narrator is in Tbilisi (“I remember 
now / in my bed, in Tbilisi”), and the opening is connected to his dialogical action - 
turned to the wall, which also indicates the narrator’s sentiments. From the plot of the 
poem (this part is not presented), it becomes clear that the narrator returns to Tianeti 
to help his mother to dig potatoes again, and after work they sit down at the table (“I 
drank a glass or two of our vodka”). Even from the incomplete version of the text, it is 
clear that time is changeable, - structure of narration transmission is out of order: the 
story is told in the past tense, but a time paradox is created (“I remembere now / in my 
bed, in Tbilisi”), then, at the end of the poem, the narration goes back to the past - and 
I told my mother . The final description of the mother’s action and its characterization 
- “She cannot / speak easily about the land, / nor about life”... - goes beyond the 
time frame. The poem ends with an assessment of events or life - “everything is very 
difficult” - which is a discourse part of the poem. 

In conclusion, both poems represent childhood memories through homodiegetic 
narration. In both cases, the narrator is also an experiencer. The story is built on the 
principle of a frame with Bukowski, which is less evident in Kharanauli’s poem. 
The story has a defining value for both texts, even though the lyrical genre shows 
it less - Mostly lyric with a personal speaker does not tell a story but it tends to 
be autoreferential, focuses on language, expresses personas emotions (Fludernik 
2006:99) It should be free verses’ level of freedom (at least partially).
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In Bukowski’s text, time is elliptical, although events develop sequentially, 
approximately the same happens in the second poem, but the shift in grammatical time 
is fixed, the narrative is still non-linear.

The discourse of both poems is defined by a sentence without a story. In the first 
case, it is the impossibility of happiness, and in the second case, it is the difficulty of 
life. Although the paradox - mentioned above (in the analysis of Bukowski’s poem), it 
is not at all related to postmodernism. In general, none of the poems show any markers 
of postmodernism (no remote narration, irony, etc.), which is not surprising given the 
nature of the texts - both are sentimental stories from the childhood of an experienced 
persona.

The purpose of the paper has been fulfilled, as far as the analysis of texts 
became possible with the help of the method of narratology. Revealed: the structure 
of the poems, the plot; experienced narrator, instance and how time is presented in 
texts.
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gubaz leTodiani
(saqarTvelo)

Tanamedrove verlibris struqturul-naratologiuri kvleva:
besik xaranaulisa da Carlz bukovskis teqstebis 

komparativistuli analizi

reziume

sakvanZo sityvebi: poezia, verlibri, naratologia, struqtu-
ra, droiTi perspeqtiva.

naSromi eTmoba verlibris struqturul-naratologiur kvle-
vas Carlz bukovskisa (1920-1994 ww.) da besik xaranaulis (1939-...w.) 
lirikul teqstebSi. xsenebuli ori poetis Semoqmedebis didi na-
wili Janrobrivad verlibria. 

sakvlevi Temis aqtualurobas ganapirobebs SerCeuli avto-
rebis teqstebis struqturul-naratologiuri analizi, – am kon-
kretuli meTodebis WrilSi ar ganxilula qarTuli verlibri. 

kvlevis mizania Tanamedrove literaturaTmcodneobiTi me-
Todebis daxmarebiT qarTveli da amerikeli avtoris lirikuli 
nimuSebis gaazreba, maTi naratologiuri da struqturuli maxasi-
aTeblebis gamoyofa, maTi specifikisa da mniSvnelobis gansazRvra. 

  Sedegad,  aqcentirebulad  ganixileba ori poeturi nimuSi: 
„A smile to remember“ da „kartofilis amoReba“.

mTavari sakvlevi kiTxvebia: 
•	riT	xasiaTdeba	SerCeuli	ori	leqsis	struqtura,	siuJeti?	
•		rogor	aRiqmeba	avtoris,	naratoris	instancia?
•	rogoria	droiTi	prezentacia	gansaxilvel	teqstebSi?
•	leqsebis	 struqturul-naratiuli	 modeli	 kavSirSia	 post-

modernizmTan Tu ara?
kvlevisaTvis mniSvnelovani iyo Semdegi wyaroebis gamoyene-

ba: Jerar Jeneti – „naratiuli diskursi“; „naratiuli diskursi 
– gadaxedva“; (ganmartavs naratologiis ZiriTad cnebebs, maT mi-
marTebebs. pirveli wignSi Sesabamisi termilogiuri aparitiT – 
xangrZlivoba, sixSire, wesrigi (droiTi prezentacia), fokalizacia 
da  sxva – ganixilulia prustis Semoqmedeba, meore wigni ki ufro 
kritikaze pasuxia, dazustebebiT, msjelobiTa da argumentebiT). 
monika fluderniki – `Sesavali naratologiaSi~ (mkvlevrisTvis sa-
Wiro damxmare saSualebaa, vinaidan ganmartavs zemoT (Jenetiseul 
da ara mxolod) xsenebul cnebebsa da kategoriebs, romelTac 
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gadamwyveti mniSvneloba eniWebaT winamdebare kvlevis miznis Ses-
rulebaSi); pol rikiori – „dro da Txroba: tomi 3“ (oTxi wignisgan 
Sedgeba, romelSic droisa da narativis gagebis Sesaxeb msjelo-
bas aristoteles poetikidan iwyebs. igi ganarCevs realur da 
fiqciur dros. sakvlev sakiTxze fokusirebisTvis gansakuTrebiT 
mniSvnelovania Tavi 5: mxatvruli literatura da misi warmosax-
viTi variaciebi droze); linda haCeoni – `postmodernizmis po-
etika~ (naSromi warmoadgens postmodernizms rogorc kulturul 
movlenas, eyrdnoba mravali avtoris mosazrebebs (barti, fuko, 
kalvino, bodriari da sxva) da akumulirebulad gadmoscems post-
modernuli poetikis ZiriTad aspeqtebs); avtorTa jgufi – „Te-
ria poeziaSi axali midgoma lirikaSi“ erTgvari mcdelobaa leq-
sis naratologiis meTodiT kvleva. redaqtirebulia eva miuler-
zetelmanisa da margaret rubikis mier (Seicavs Tanamedrove av-
torebis sxvadasxva naSromebs,  rogorebicaa  monika fluderniki, 
eva miuler-zetelmani, verner volfi, piter huni da sxv.)

dakvirvebis Sedegad gamovlinda, rom rom orive leqsi war-
moadgens bavSvobis mogonebas homodiegeturi Txrobis saSuale-
biT. orivegan naratori aris ganmcdeli mec. siuJeti bukovskis-
Tan ufro CarCos principiTaa agebuli, rac naklebad vlindeba xa-
ranaulis leqsSi. siuJets orive teqstisTvis ganmsazRvreli mniS-
vneloba aqvs, miuxedavad imisa, rom lirikul Janri mas naklebad 
avlens. bukovskis teqstSi dro elifsuria, Tumca Tanmimdevrulad 
viTardeba movlenebi, daaxloebiT igive xdeba meore leqsSic, mag-
ram gramatikuli drois gadanacvleba fiqsirdeba, Txroba mainc 
aralienaluria. 

orive poemis diskurss gansazRvravs ambis gareSe gamoTqmu-
li winadadeba. pirvel SemTxvevaSi esaa bednierebis SeuZlebloba, 
meore SemTxvevaSi ki cxovrebis sirTule. miuxedavad imisa, rom 
kvlevaSi aRniSnulia (bukovsis leqsis analizSi) paradoqsuloba, 
is sulac araa postmodernizmTan kavSirSi. saerTod, arcerT leqs-
Si ar vlindeba raime mkveTri niSani postmodernizmisa (ar Cans 
distanciuri naracia, ironizeba da a.S.), rac ar unda iyos gasakviri 
teqstebis bunebidan gamomdinare – orive warmoadgens ganmcdeli 
personas bavSvobisdroindel sentimentalur ambavs. 

kvlevis mizani Sesrulebulia, ramdenadac poetur teqste-
bis analizi SesaZlebeli gaxda naratologiis meTodis daxmarebiT. 
gamovlinda: leqsebis struqtura, siuJeti; ganmcdeli naratori, 
instancia; rogor xdeba drois prezentacia teqstebSi. 
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