BENGT JANGFELDT

Majakovskij and ”the two Ellies”

Vladimir Majakovskij was involved with several women during his life.
Some of these relationships were serious love affairs, others shorter ro-
mances or flirtations. Only three of them were strong and long enough to
bring forth poetry: the one with Lili Brik, of course, the heroine of the
bulk of Majakovskij’s lyric poetry; the one with Tat’jana Jakovleva, to
whom he dedicated two superb love poems, and the one with Marija
Denisova, one of the prototypes of Marija in “Oblako v $tanach”.

Even though Majakovskij’s shorter romances were not transmuted into
words,! there is good reason to examine somewhat more closely at least
one of them; it did not generate any love poetry, but it generated some-
thing else — the poet’s only offspring — and played a role in Majakovskij’s
life that has been seriously underestimated — for the simple reason that,
- until now, it has been virtually unknown.

Vladimir Majakovskij was a great traveller, and he always dreamt of
visiting the United States. Finally, in May, 1925, at a time when his
intimate relationship with Lili Brik had already come to an end, he
embarked on a trip that would take him to Mexico and the United States
and last for six months: on July 27 he crossed the American border at
Laredo, and he stayed in the country until October 28. During his three
month stay in the United States, he travelled to Cleveland, Detroit,
Chicago, Philadelphia, and Pittsburgh, where he gave poetry readings,
but most of the time was spent in New York City. Soon after his arrival
there, he met a young woman of Russian extraction, Elly Jones, with
whom he initiated a close relationship. In June, 1926, she bore the poet a
daughter, whom he recognized as his. .

The story of Majakovskij’s American love and possible offspring has
been the subject of rumours for a long time. V. Percov, for example,
mentions that Majakovskij visited Camp Nitgedaiget, a Jewish summer
camp not far from New York City, in the company of his “acquaintance”
Elizaveta Petrovna Jones, hinting at a closer relationship between them.?

! Cf. Majakovskij’s autobiography. “Ja sam”: “SI noaT. 3TuM u uuTepeced. O6 5TOM H muiy.
O6 OCTaNbHOM — TOJBKO €CJIH 3TO OTCTOSIIOCH CIIOBOM.”
2 V. Percov, Majakovskij. Zizn' i tvorcestvo, t. 111, 1925-1930, M. 1972, p. 33-4.
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And Edward J. Brown talks of “rumors” about Maj akovskij having been
“sexually involved with a young woman in New York who eventually bore
him a daughter”, adding: “But perhaps both women deserve to have their
privacy respected.” During my work on Majakovskij’s correspondence
with Lili Brik,*I found in Lili Brik’s archive four letters and two Christmas
cards from Elly Jones to Majakovskij, as well as two empty envelopes and
some photographs depicting mother and daughter. In order to show that
Majakovskij’s disputed trip to Nice in March, 1929, really took place, I
had to quote from one of the letters, and so the fact that Majakovskij had
a daughter was for the first time made public.” However, fully endorsing
Brown’s position that “both women deserve to have their privacy re-
spected”, T never made any attempts at further research in order to
establish their identities. Five years after the correspondence was pub-
lished, Carl R. Proffer published some excerpts from letters from Elly
Jones to Majakovskij (which Lili Brik had shown him), but was unable to
establish her identity; he thought it “clear that the ‘Jones’ is a code name
or pseudonym”.®

In 1989 the situation changed: Patricia J. Thompson, professor of
Women’s Studies in New York, chose do disclose her identity as Majakov-
skij’s daughter. Shortly afterwards, an account of Mrs. Thompson’s story
was published in the Soviet Union.” '

Helen Patricia Jones (nicknamed Elly like her mother) was born in New
York on June 15, 1926, the daughter of Vladimir Majakovskij and Elly
Jones, née Elizaveta Petrovna Siebert,® born 1904 in the village of Dov-
lekanovo, not far from Ufa, in a family of German descent. In the
beginning of the 1920’s, Elizaveta Petrovna met an Englishman, George
E. Jones, who was working in Russia as a representative of the ARA.
They married, and left Moscow in 1923. After a short stay in England,
they went on to the United States, where they settled in New York City.

3 E. J. Brown, Mayakovsky. A Poet in the Revolution, Princeton 1973, p. 290.

4 B. Jangfeldt, V. V. Majakovskij, i L. Ju. Brik: Perepiska 1915-1930, Stockholm 1982.

3 Loc. cit., p. 270.

6 Cf. the chapter “Lily Brik” in Proffer’s book The Widows of Russia and Other Writings,
Ann Arbor 1987, pp. 85-87. Since the excerpts from the letters were copied in great haste
during a visit to Lili Brik’s apartment in Moscow, the information in the article inevitabiy
bears the mark of confusion. .

7 S. Babi¢, “Patricija Tompson — do¢’ Majakovskogo™, Echo planety, 1990: 18, April-May

pp- 39-44.

8 In Percov, op. cit., her last name is erroneously given as Alekseeva, a mistake repeated by
me (op. cit.).
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28 Bengt Jangfeldt

Majakovskij defending Elly Jones. Drawing by Majakovskij. (Patricia J. Thompson’s
archive).

Elly Jones once “saw” Majakovskij in Russia in 1923, but it was only in
New York City that they were introduced to each other.® From the end of
August and throughout September, Majakovskij and David Burljuk spent
several weekends in Camp Nitgedaiget in the company of Elly Jones.
There exist three portraits of Elly Jones, one by Majakovskij (dated “6/IX
New York”) and two by David Burljuk made in Camp Nitgedaiget (one of
them dated “1925 g. osen’”).!° Two sketches by Majakovskij were also
preserved by Elly Jones and are reproduced here.

® Echo planety, p. 40. According to Patricia J. Thompson, they met at a poetry reading.
Majakovskij’s first reading in New York City took place at Central Opera House on August
14.

' The first is reproduced in Percov, op. cit., p. 34, the dated portrait by Burljuk in the
English edition of the correspondence between Majakovskij and Lili Brik, ill. 42: Love is the
Heart of Everything: Correspondence betveen Vladimir Mayakovsky and Lili Brik 1915-1930,
Polygon, Edinburgh 1986; Grove Press, New York 1988; and the third (with the signature
“David Burliuk 19257) in Echo planety, p. 39. Burljuk’s dated drawing has the inscription
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Majakovskij and “the two Ellies” 29

The first two months in the United States were a very productive period
for Majakovskij: in six weeks, from August 6 to September 20, he wrote
ten poems, among them “Brooklyn Bridge”. Elly Jones remembers him
once stating happily: “You know, when I finish, polish, write two good
verses a day, I have done a good day’s work, and I have completed so
much in these weeks.” They spent a lot of time together: “He was always
working, that is, he composed his work orally. We walked a lot. He
particularly liked to walk on 5th Avenue by day and Broadway by night.”
One morning, when Majakovskij was particularly satisfied with his work,
he said to her: “What a wonderful feeling to know that there is something
you can do better than anyone else in the world! Aren’t you proud of
me?” She answered: “I don’t know whether you are the best poet in the
world — there may be another, in a different language — I know that you
bend the Russian language to your will like Rodin his material. But I
know you are the dearest, kindest man in the world and I shall always
think of you with love.”!!

Unfortunately, all but one of Majakovskij’s letters to Elly Jones have
been lost, but from her letters to him!? we can establish that she immedi-
ately informed the poet that he had become a father on June 15, and also
that he replied, but with some delay. On July 20, Elly Jones wrote back to
him: “Tak o6pagoBanace Bamemy nuceMy, Moii apyr! TToueMy He nucanu
pasbine. S enie ogens cnaba. [...] Co Muoi Pat. Ona He oTxoguina oT
MeHs 3a Bce 3TO BpeMsi. Munasi.” In his letter, Majakovskij had obviously
expressed a wish to visit New _York, and she informs him that Charles
Recht (the lawyer who helped Majakovskij get an American visa in
1925)" will be back in New York in August: “YBepena, 4to Bu3y Bam
mocraHeM. Ecin OKOHYaTeNnpHO peluMny npuexath — tenerpadupyiire.”
She ends the short letter by reproaching Majakovskij for not writing:
“XKnana, xpgana ot Bac mcem — a onn y Bac B smmkax? Ax, Bnagumup.
Heyxenn He momuuTe npo nrobumyto namy. Cvemsoi! Kak HuGyab 6ol
HaM oOeuM [sic] cxonuts K Freud.”

“Enu3aBeta AnekceeBHa. Mrs [IxxoHc”, which explains my error and possibly also Percov’s
(foot-note 8).

"' The quotations are from Elizabeth Peters’ (Elly Jones’) manuscript “Mayakovsky in
Manhattan” (written in the 1970’s and early 1980’s), excerpts from which have kindly been
put at my disposal by Patricia J. Thompson.

2 Fond L. Ju. Brik, CGALIL. The envelopes show that Elly Jones addressed her letters to
Majakovskij’s working address, Lubjanskij proezd, 3, and not to the poet’s sister Ol’ga, as
stated in Echo planety, p. 40. 1 quote from typescripts in my possession.

B3S. Kémrad, Majakovskij v Amerike, M. 1970, p. 264-6.
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30 Bengt Jangfeldt

Majakovskij never returned to New York, neither in 1926, nor later (as
a matter of fact, 1926 was the only year he did not leave Russia after he
began travelling abroad in 1922). On December 3, 1926, Elly Jones sent
him a Christmas card (received Dec. 26), but after that there is no
evidence of any contact until 1928, when Majakovskij visited Paris. He
arrived on October 15, and in a letter of October 20 he informed Lili Brik:
“Ceropns eny Ha napy asedt 8 Huiuy (HaBepHyaucs 3HakoManpl) [...]7% -
the acquaintances, of course, being his daughter and her mother. Since
Majakovskij was back in Paris again on October 25, he could not
possibly have spent more than two days in Nice. Some photographs of
mother and daughter on the beach in Nice have been preserved.'

On October 26, upon his return to Paris, Majakovskij wrote a letter to
Elly Jones:"

- Be Munbie Dnn!

51 no Bac yxe Bech uzcockyuuncs. Medraro
npuexath Kk BaMm eme xots6 Ha Hepemo. ITpumure?
O6nackaere?

OrTBeTbTEe MOXanyicra.

Paris 29 Rue Campagne Premiere Hotel Istria.

(Bo1OCh TONBKO HE OCTANOCHh ObI M 9TO MEYTAHUEM.
Ecnu cmory Beieny Hunuy cpeny yetsepr’®)

S xanero 4yToO OBICTPOTA U CIyYalHOCTh NpUE3fia HE
fajla MHE BO3MOXKHOCTH Pa3fyTh cebe MIEKH 3[OPOBLEM.
Kaxk 3T0 BaM 6bI HPaBUIIOCK.

Haperocs B Huniie BoUIOXUTECS ¥ pecTaTh Bam
BO Bcell ynbIbatolercst Kpace.

Hanuuure noxanyicra ObICTpO-OBICTPO.

Henyro BaM Bce BoceMs Jian

Bawm Bon
26/X 28

“'V. V. Majakovskij i L. Ju. Brik: Perepiska..., p. 176-177.

15 See Majakovskij’s telegram to Lili Brik dated Paris, October 25, in V. V. Majakovskij i L.
Ju. Brik: Perepiska..., p. 177. -

16 One of them is reproduced in Love is the Heart of Everything... (ill. 41), another in Echo
planety, op. cit., p. 40.

17 Published from a photocopy of the original, kindly provided by Patricia J. Thompson. Also
published in Echo planety, p. 44, without the Paris address.

8 1 e., October 30 or 31.
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Almost simultaneously, on October 27, Elly Jones sent Majakovskij a
letter to Paris, of which only the envelope has been preserved. Majakov-
skij’s letter was received on October 29, and Elly Jones answered immedi-
ately (her answer is postmarked 30.X.28 and adressed to Majakovskij,
Hotel Istria, Paris): “ITucemo Baie 66110 nonytieno TOJILKO 4YTO, CEMD .
BeYepa, Tak 4YTO 3aBTpa YTpOM oToumiio 3T0.” She writes: “KoneuHo,
yponuiue, BaMm 6yayr panst! [...] Hemennenno Tenerpadupyiite o cBoeM
pewennu. Mb1 Bac Bcrpetum! [...] gethipe nane! cosit! Ilonenosanu B
NpaByro IEKy 3a unu ang Bomnopgu, B neByro ans mMambl. IlotoM 06B3-
CHWJIA [OJIro, YTOOb! He mepenyraTh, YTO MMEHHO Ha mpaBo¥ Bomonns
gonenyi. [...] mpuesxaiire. Mbl MOXeM XOHTh B lOCTH U B 60JIee CKpOM-
Hblit HOMeEP. [...] Ecin He cMoxere mpuexath — 3Ha#re, uro B Humue
GyIyT IBe OYeHb OrOpYEHHBbIE DJUIM, M MMIIMTEe HaM yacro. IIpumnure
KOMOYeK cHera u3 MockBbl. 5] fyMaro 4TO momenranach Gbl OT PafoOCTH,
ecnu 6bl ouyTHiach TaM. Bel MHe cHUTECH Bee Bpems! Ho xopomo.”
The second visit never took place, nor does Majakovskij seem to have
answered the letter. Elly Jones’ next letter to Majakovskij(with the first
page missing), dated November 8 and postmarked 9-11-28, is a mixture of
affection and reproaches: “Bbl ckazamu: ‘MBI Tak MHOTO MOTJH KHTh
eme.” Teneps ropopio — ‘Ecnim Bce Bamm cka3zanHOoe 3fiech ObLIO u3
8exAus0cTu — GyIbTE eIie BEXJIMBBI €Clii 3T0 BaM He crpamHo TpyaHO.’
BbI cee npefcTaBUTh HE MOXKETE KakK sl H3HEPBHUYANACh 33 3Ty HEfleo!
S1 He 3Ha10 O ueM BrI fymMaeTe — HO MHE U Tak TsSXeno — g Bac ne ouenn
mobmo, a mpocto mobnr. 3adeM MHe fenaTh eme 6onsHee. Torma He
HYXHO ObUTO mpue3xkatb. 51 ke mpocmna Bac renerpagpuposats! He-
korpa? Cpasy aByx Jmix 3a6bumu? Mmm ObITH MOXET He TOHPAaBHUIOCH
Moe TmcbMo? VM He WHTEepecHO exaTh K MPOCTYXECHHBIM KEHIIMHAM.
Koropsle k ToMy ke maioT 6ypxyasHble HacraBicHus. Popnoit! IToxa-
nyiicra (geBouka rosopur bitte, bitte, bitte!®) Hukorna ne ocTasiusit MeHst
B HEH3BECTHOCTH. 51 coBepleHHO cxoxy ¢ yMa! W ecnu He Xodenib MHe
MHCaTh CKaXHd — 9TO MOE MOCJENHEE MUChbMO — KaK TO He mumeTcs. Mun
9TO HUOYHb Takoe. TOJNBKO TaK CIYyMIaTh W BONHOBATHCS NPH KaXAbIX
[iarax B KOpUOpe, NpH CTYKe B ABEPh — flaXe XKYTKO. [...] [[leBouka] Bce
BpeMs BbIOerasia Ha OankoH, Jymana 4ro BbI JOMKHBI IpHEXaTh Ha aB-
ToMoGmite. IToTOM 5 muakana W OHA MeHs OYeHb yTeliala U rpo3uiach
YTO CNafkoro He pgacT. 51 crapanack OOBSICHATH B 4EM JAENO, CKasala
‘Bosopst ist dumm und ungezogen’, He TOJNBLKO HE IpPUEXAJl HO U He
Hanmucan. C TeM YTO 3TO HEBOCHHUTAHO OHA OYCBMHO COTJIACHIACh — HO

¥ Being of German descent, Elly Jones also spoke German with her daughter.
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32 Bengt Jangfeldt

ckazana pewmnrenabHo ‘Bonops ist nicht dumm — Cepexa ist dumm’.
Yuraro Bamy KHuTY, YTOGBI HE COBCeM 3a0hITh pycckui. [...] ST Hauama
6bUTI0 yXe He Tak o Bac TockoBaTh, HO BOT BBl mpuexanu H ONATh
yXacHo He xBaTaeT Bac u mo Poccun ckyyato. [...] [Ipasna, Bnagumup, He
oropuaitre Bawero girle friend [sic]! Bbl e cOGCTBEHHYIO NEYEHKY IoO-
TOBBI OTHaTh coGake® — a MBI IPOCHM TaK HEMHOrO. Befb MBI TOXe
3BEpH, C HOTaMH, C Ti1a3aMu! YBepsio He3aypsiiHbIE — TONBKO YTO HE B
knetke. M CTPalIHO HYKHO AJISl HALIETO CIIOKOWCTBHS 4TOOBI MbI 3HAJIN
YTO O HAC AYMAIOT — Hy pa3 B Mecdl (ISITHAANATOTO [€Hb POXJEHHS
[eBOYKH) MofyMaiite o Hac! Hanummire — a ecniu HEKOTAA BBIPEXBTE M3
KypHana, ra3eTbl YTO HUOYIb cBOE 1 npuuLmre. Kuurn, obemanuce. [...]
Beperure ce6s, na? Monpocure ‘4enoBeka, KOTOPOro jobute’? 4robbl
oHa 3ampeTHia Bam xkeus cBeuy ¢ o6oux xonuon! K uyemy? He nenaiire
370.”

Oddly enough, the letter was addressed to Majakovskij’s Moscow ad-
dress. Had Majakovskij told Elly Jones that he was going back to Mos-
cow? (he had planned to stay in Paris about two months,? and he returned
to Russia only a month later). And why did he change his plans to make a
second visit to Nice? The reason is obvious: the day Majakovskij returned
from Nice, he was introduced to Tat’jana Jakovleva, with whom he fell in
love immediately.” Not only did he not visit or write to Elly Jones; he did
not write to or telegraph Lili Brik either until November 12, then hinting
at changes in his life: “Mos XU3Hb KaKasi TO CTpaHHast, 6e3 cOOITHH HO ¢
MHOTOYHCICHHBIMHA NOAPOGHOCTAMH 9TO ISl ICbMa He Matepuai |...].”%

Majakovskij’s next trip to France took place in the spring of 1929; he
seems to have spent the last days of March in Nice, perhaps in the hope of
seeing “the two Ellies”. But they had gone to Milan at the end of February
and returned to Nice only after Majakovskij had left. Elly Jones’ next
letter to Majakovskij is dated Nice, April 12, 1929, and addressed to
Moscow. She informs him about her plans to leave immediately for

2 Cf. Majakovskij’s “Pro éto”: “SI mo6mo 3Bepbe. / YBumumb cobadeHky — // TyT y
6yJI04HOM OfiHa — / CIUIOIIHAs TUIelb, — // W3 ce6st / 1 TO POTOB AOCTATh NEYEHKY. // Mue He
XKanko, goporas, / emp!”

2 Je., Lili Brik.

2 Cf. Majakovskij’s letter to Lili Brik of October 20: “Pasymeercst HM AHs Golnblie ABYX
MECSIEB 5 B 3THX AOXJBIX Jisl MeHs MecTax He ocranycs” (V. V. Majakovskij i L. Ju. Brik:
Perepiska..., p. 177). :

B Cf. T. Jakovieva’s letter to her mother, December 24, 1928: “{...] npurnacums B ofiue J0M
creuManbHo, YTOObI MO3HAKOMUTh. JTO Gbuo 25 okta6psa” (V. Voroncov/A. Koloskov,
“Ljubov’ poéta”, Ogonek, 1968: 16, p. 11).

2 V. V. Majakovskij i L.Ju. Brik: Perepiska..., p. 180.
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Majakovskij getting inspiration from Elly Jones. Drawing by Majakovskij. (Patricia J.
Thompson’s archive).

London, where her “quota visa” for the United States was waiting for her
and where George Jones was coming to meet her. She hopes to be in New
York in a month’s time (“ecnu yaactest npuexats B AMepuky”), and asks
Majakovskij to write to her at her New York address. And she adds: “A
3HaeTe, 3aMHLIATE STOT afipec B 3alMCOil KHMXKe — MOJ 3ariasueM "B
chy4ail CMEPTH’, B YMCIIE IPYTHX, NPOILY M3BECTHTD U — Hac [...].” Maja-
kovskij followed her suggestion and entered the address into his note-
book. (However, Elly Jones got the message about Majakovskij’s death
not from Moscow but from George Jones, who came home and told her:
“Your friend is dead”.®)

* Letter from Patricia J. Thompson to B. J., 11.4.91. The page in the note-book was torn out
and preserved by Lili Brik, and I have seen it in her archive. Lili Brik did in fact make
attempts to get in touch with Elly Jones: “B cBoe BpeMs st npocuia Hawero nocna Y mas-
CKOTO OCTOPOXHO HABECTH O HEW CIPABKH MO TEM ajipecaM, KOTOpble Gblau B Bonoguuoi
3anucHO# KHXKe. OH ee we Hawen. [...] 5 ceftuac npocuna Bypaioka, OCKO/IbKY OH Gbii ¢
He#d XOpOLIO 3HAKOM, BCe y3HAThb O HeH M O jlouepu Masikosckoro. OHa 6buia OueHb
npusTHas xeHuHa” (Transcript of an interview with Lili Brik, Dec. 22, 1955, quoted in
Echo planety, p. 42).

3 Scando-Slavica, Tomus 37, 1991



34 Bengt Jangfeldt

The letter also contains some information about their daughter: “Ona
Bac eue He 3a6buia, xoTs s HUKorga o Bac we rosopro. Ha gHsx MbI
ryasiiv B Musane u ona Bapyr rooput ‘Der grosse Mann heif3t Bonopgs’.
Bbl MHE KakK TO JIaBHO CKa3alud YTO HM OffHA JKCHINUHA HE YCTOsIIa
Bamemy charm’y. Ouesnnno Bs1 npaser!”

The only further evidence of any communication between Majakovskij
and Elly Jones is an empty envelope, which shows that a letter from Elly
Jones was. received in Moscow on October 22, 1929. Six months later,
Majakovskij committed suicide. Elly Jones finished Millersville College,
received an M. A. in Slavic languages from the University of Pennsylvania,
and worked for the rest of her life as a teacher of Russian, French, and
German. In the 1940’s she divorced George Jones and married German-
born Heinrich (Henry) Peters. She died in Lancaster, Pennsylvania in
1985.%

% Cf. the obituary in the newspaper New Era (March 27, 1985): “Born in Russia, Mrs. Peters
came to the United States in 1923. She formerly served as a translator and guide for Russian
poet Vladimir Mayakovsky during his visit to the United States. At the time of her death, she

> 2

was working on a manuscript titled ‘Mayakovsky in Manhattan: A Memoir’.
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